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  Centuries ago, before the Age of Betrayal, the most powerful wizard in the entire land cast a mighty spell and looked upon the faces of all the Gods. In recognition of his skill and power they promised to grant him one wish.


  



  Some say that Alteron Devateri wished for gold, or riches, or immortality. Others say he wished for Godhood, and became the patron deity of ambition, strength, and force of will. Those who knew him, though, knew he craved only one thing.


  



  Alteron longed to see the world burn.
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  PROLOGUE


  



  



  



  Fuel for the Journey


  



  “WE MUST TAKE IN PAIN and burn it as fuel for our journey.”


  I wished I knew what those words meant. My jaw ached, the places where the wires had stitched my bones together wept pus onto my gums. I strained against my chains. They had worn away the scales on my wrists and ankles, leaving only blistered flesh, chafed and worn raw.


  Agony.


  I did not know how many days I had been chained to this wooden board in this dim dungeon. Long enough to lose count. The only light was a small pile of coals in a standing brassier, ever burning, ever hot.


  “Please no,” I whispered, barely able to manage the words through my broken jaw. “Please, no. Please, no. Please, no.”



  “Someday you’ll treasure these scars,” said Contremulus, my father, the dragon in the shape of a man. He slid a long metal brand from the coals, inspecting it with a precise eye. “After you see what I can see.”


  “No, no, no—”


  He pressed the tip against the flesh of my jaw. Hot metal, red and angry, hissed as it touched the pus. I tried not to scream, for this would only make the pain worse. I tried not to thrash and pull my chains, for they would dig into me and worsen the chafing. I tried not to cry, for the salt would sting my open wounds. I tried to do those three things.


  I failed.


  When it was over Contremulus touched my cheek with his human hand. “Fascinating. The wound has sealed, the infection bested, but the flesh is not damaged by the heat. You and I are more alike than I had dared to hope.”


  “It hurts,” I said. My tail spasmed in agony. “It hurts so much.”


  “The pain will only be passing. In truth, your pain comes not from the heat, but from the raw contact.” He smiled at me.


  I hated him.


  “I could touch you with a cold rag and have the same affect,” said my father. “You have a severe infection. If it were your arm, we would amputate it. Alas we cannot amputate your head.”


  Why would he not just leave me alone? I had shouted at him, screamed and screamed. What do you want? Why do you keep doing this to me? What could you possibly hope to gain?


  Those were the words of a lifetime ago. Now I just wanted to die and the pain to end. “Please, stop,” I begged. Tears poured down my face, stinging the infection with their salt. “Please.”


  “I just want you to understand,” he said, reaching for one of his dozens of knives, each razor sharp. I knew those knives like my own bones. “I’m trying to teach you.”


  I had no idea what he was talking about, what he was trying to show me. He spoke often of lessons, of his attempts to show me things through pain and torture. He would pry off my scales, and he would ask me if I saw. He would slice my unprotected flesh and ask me if I understood.


  I did not. How could I? All I knew was the pain, the blood loss, the infection. “Why? Why do you do this to me?”


  “I’m trying to show you the truth. Pain is necessary.” He was crying. He always cried. Not from sadness. Not from joy. From the memory of something—something I could not understand. He was not looking at me, truly. He was looking past me. Seeing the past. Seeing the future. Seeing everything except my suffering. “This is something we must share together.”


  He cut. He cut, and I failed to control my screaming again. He cut at the skin near my nostrils, near my armpits, anywhere the scales were weakest. I hated this knife. It was barbed, twisted and crueller than the others. I named it Kurdax, after one of my classmates from Atikala, one I disliked.


  I had named all the knives. They were the only friends I had left.


  Kurdax let my blood run out. I had spilt so much the board was stained a gold hue. Blood had soaked into the wood itself, unable to be separated. The board and I were one now. We were old friends; me, Kurdax, the pain, and my father.


  “You bleed more than usual today, Ren. Your heart beats stronger.” Contremulus studied the wounds he had made with a careful, patient eye. “I will make sure Jhora brings you extra water.”


  Jhora, his pet knight in her golden helm. I hated her too, for what she had done to Khavi.


  Kurdax continued his work, but it seemed as though his wielder grew bored with me. The knife was withdrawn and came to rest with my other classmates, each personified as instruments of torture.


  “Perhaps,” said Contremulus, “I am going about this the wrong way.”


  He studied me. Actually looked in my eyes. For a fleeting second, I had the briefest feeling that I was his daughter. Not an experiment, a plaything he tortured for reasons I could not begin to understand, but someone he cared about.


  It faded as quickly as it had arrived. “Perhaps I should try something else.”


  Then my father did something he had not done before. He moved behind me to a place I hadn’t seen yet. I had woken up in this room, strapped to this table, and the sides of my world ended at the wood. I could not see the things behind me. Sometimes, when Contremulus was away on business, I would imagine things there. A plate of real food. Maybe a nice warm blanket. Or the skulls of every kobold who had been killed in the last year—including Khavi, Faala and Jedra, and the unborn infant in the egg Pewdt had crushed. Other times I saw them alive. Those times were less often.


  Some wishes were more likely than others.


  My father returned with a clear glass vial. He put it to my bleeding wounds, letting my golden blood trickle past the lip.


  “It should be tested,” he said, watching the small container slowly fill. “But on whom?”


  He spoke as though I was just another thing in the room, something that blocked the light of the coals and took up space on his bloodstained board. A toy to stab and slice and beat. Something to bleed and harvest.


  Contremulus withdrew the vial. He spoke arcane words of power, and the room flooded with light, yellow and sunny like my own, emanating from a small ball at his human fingertip. He brought the light to the vial, inspecting it carefully.


  “So much potential,” he said. “So much power.” He held the vial out to me. A vial of my own blood as big as his thumb. “Don’t you see?”


  I couldn’t. It was just my blood, yellow and metallic as it always was.


  “No,” I said, my jaw aching with the effort. “I do not see.”


  His face fell, a mask of bitter disappointment. He reached for Kurdax. “Then let me shed some illumination.”




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  ACT I


  



  



  



  Northaven


  



  NOBODY KNOWS HOW LONG A kobold can live. We age differently than humans. We come into this world with a wealth of knowledge already burned into our minds. Even our hatchlings, fresh from the egg, know how to speak and walk. As we age we do not wither and die, but instead grow more powerful. Vrax of Ssarsdale, the one who betrayed me, was hundreds of years old when he turned me over to the humans. It is possible that my kind, as tiny and weak as we are, are truly immortal.


  We are all killed before we can find out. We accept this fact.


  Kobolds die every day. Even hatchlings are familiar with death, taught to understand it from an early age. Death is our nursemaid. By the time a hatchling has reached adulthood it has seen a hundred lives ended. 


  Humans do things differently. Humans avoid talking of death. It is spoken in whispers, avoided in conversation. When they must discuss it they use euphemisms, silly phrases like “passed on” or “sleeping” or “gone away”. 


  They are hoping, perhaps, they can pretend such euphemisms will not one day apply to them.


  I never understood why they worry so. All humans die. This fact is inescapable and known to all. Humans die in their sleep, die of wounds, die in birth, and in the giving of the same. In the face of insurmountable evidence, they fight so hard to deny that they too, one day shall be a rotting corpse. A human can go through their whole life and never even see death before it’s their turn.


  I rarely side with my people on philosophical matters. However, I believe humans are mistaken with their attitudes toward dying, and this ignorance breeds fear. Some humans tremble irrationally at the thought of their end and go to extraordinary lengths to avoid it. They take no risks, burrow themselves into their safe worlds, small worlds, and try to survive as long as they can. Even the perception of aging is treated as a hostile incursion; humans paint their faces to hide their wrinkles, dye their hair to cover grey, endlessly fretting before a mirror as they try to hold back time’s encroachment.


  Ultimately, though, they all fail.


  For all of us, everything we do in our lives is a postponement. A stall for time. We eat a meal, and we live another day. We exercise, because we know if we do, our lives will likely be longer in the end. With peace abroad and common sense at home, a human can live until their teeth fall out, their hair turns ashen, their bones are brittle, and their skin becomes a withered sack. Humans can live a very long time indeed if given the chance to do so.


  But never forever.


  Men think elves are immortal. They are not; eventually elves age and die. Dragons live longer than the most hardy elf, surely, yet even the greatest of dragons, barring misadventure, eventually succumb to old age. This is a secret known to few. 


  I learnt it from Contremulus even though he did not teach me. I learnt that dragons, like men, feel death’s cold breath on their neck and know that every year is another grain of sand down the hourglass, another moment until they pass from this world.


  Dragons fear death just as men do, and for some this fear drives them to do very wicked things indeed.


  These are some of the hardest times I have ever faced, along with some of my sweetest joys. I have so many stories to tell, but this one should come next. It will take some time.


  This is the story of how I came to truly understand death, and what it means to take a life.


  



  — Ren of Atikala




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER I


  



  



  



  KURDAX, THAT RAPSCALLION, PLAYED INSIDE my body. My mind shut down, as it had so many times since I arrived, and I welcomed oblivion.


  Welcomed it and feared it.


  I hadn’t dreamed since I arrived. I was worn out, too close to death to power my magic with life. I couldn’t cast with my claws shackled. I sometimes wondered if I still could. A sorcerer without their dreams was nothing.


  As much as I wanted to die, the survival instinct was strong. Eventually my mind decided to peek back into the world. The coals had died down. My cell was empty, and I was alone. Footsteps filtered through from underneath the door. Someone walked up to my cell, then stopped outside.


  I expected my father again, bracing myself as well as I could for more of his experiments, but the door opened to reveal someone shorter. Stockier, wider, stronger. With brown hair and a smooth round face, clad in white tunic and pants. Too short to be a human, too tall for a gnome, too wide for any other race I knew.


  A dwarf.


  “So you’re awake,” she said, her draconic lightly accented, easy to understand. Her tone was soft and gentle. “I visited before. You were sleeping.”


  The pain from my jaw was less now. Perhaps the heated metal had fought the infection. I tried to move it as little as possible as I spoke. “Who are you?”


  “Dorydd Duergirn of Thunderhelm.” She looked over my body, and with palpable effort, forced her expression to remain neutral. Trying not to stare. “How are you? Do you need some more water?”


  How could I answer? With the truth, or with a meaningless platitude? “Free me,” I pleaded. “Or I’ll die.”


  She knew it was true, every inch of it painted on her face. “I can’t,” Dorydd said, “the Sunscale is not done with you yet.”


  I hadn’t spoken to anyone except my father since I arrived here. Even if she couldn’t free me, I wanted this dwarf to stay. I wanted to talk to her, to reassure myself the world outside this tiny cell still existed.


  “So you serve him?”


  A cloud came across her gentle features. “Clan Thunderhelm serves nobody,” she said. “I am here as an envoy of my people. I will say this, though; the Thunderhelm lords have an accord with the Sunscale, a memorandum of cooperation. Much as I dislike you being in this hole, and the sight of you is discomforting, I’ll not break my word.”


  It had seemed nobody in the world could help me. Still, it was comforting to know someone, at least, cared for my plight.


  “Where am I?” I asked.


  “You are in a human city. They call it Northaven from the old word aven, for river. It’s more of a creek really. It is in the Crown of the World, at the very tip of Drathari, a land of cold summers and icy winters. Very different to the underworld I imagine.”


  The underworld, my home. A huge series of tunnels, caverns, and underwater lakes and rivers that ran under everything above. I had heard rumour of a human settlement to the west of the only entrance to those tunnels I knew.


  Strangely, knowing roughly where I was comforted me. I wanted to ask more, but my lips were cracked and dry. I remembered Dorydd had offered me something to drink.


  “Water,” I said. “Please.”


  She retrieved a waterskin from her hip and offered it to my lips. I drank eagerly, like No-Kill had done in the tunnels of the underworld.


  No-Kill. The gnome I had buried in the remains of her city. I drank until my belly hurt. I didn’t know when I would get another chance to have so much.


  “Where is Jhora?” I asked, when my belly could hold no more.


  “She is ill today.” Dorydd wiped the drops away.  “Her stool is water; she cannot be ten feet from a bucket.”


  “I hope she shits her guts out.”


  It could not have happened to anyone more deserving. A savage sense of vengeance swelled in my belly, although it would take more than a bout of intestinal distress to make up for what she had done to Khavi. In truth, I felt nothing could.


  His headless body danced in my memories. He had wanted to breed with me, and I had rebuked him. In the end, however, I think I had begun to feel something. It started when he was wounded and thought he would die. Khavi was cruel and stupid on the surface, yet there was something deeper about him which was intangibly interesting. He was more complex than I had initially thought.


  Not that his depth had been worth anything in the end. Now he was dead, murdered by Jhora. History would completely forget him. Aside from me, I doubted there were any who still remembered his name.


  Dorydd smiled mirthfully. “The priest says she will recover within a tenday. Until then, she is to rest, and I am to be your aide.” She leaned forward, touching my chin. “Your jaw seems better than they told me.”


  “Contremulus sealed it with heated metal last night. To kill the infection.”


  She examined me, the curiosity clear on her face, and her touch did not sting as I expected it to. “Then the metal has done its work well. Strange, I see no burns.”


  “Kobolds do not scar as others do,” I said.


  It was not the complete truth. While we did rarely form scar tissue, I was not like others of my kind; flame was my element when it came to magic. It had been that way since I had died, unhatched in my egg, to be reborn in the furnaces of Atikala. The more Contremulus experimented, the more obvious it was that fire could not harm me.


  “Well, whatever the cause of it, you’re healing up well.”


  This was no cause for celebration. The sooner my body healed, the sooner Kurdax and the others would be into my flesh again, and Contremulus would experiment once more.


  “How long have I been here?”


  “Two moons tomorrow.”


  I remembered the bright light in the sky, surrounded by little tiny lights. A moon was not a measure of time. “Two moons? How long is that?”


  Dorydd smiled. Dwarves often lived underground. She would understand how I thought. “Sixty days.”


  We understood days; the time between sleeping and waking. The answer shocked me. Had it really been so little time? I had expected years. This cell felt like my second home. Another egg I was living in, a shell shielding out the world.


  Dorydd knew things. Knowledge was what I needed.


  “What does he want?” I asked, straining against my chains. “Why does he torture me?”


  Dorydd dabbed at my chafed wrists with a cloth. “Who can say? It is certainly a mystery, and I do not think even he truly knows. All he does is spend time with you and study your eggshells. Never have I seen something consume him so since…” her voice trailed off. “In a long time.”


  “The pouch of my eggshells?” They glowed, to this day, from my rebirth in the flames. I had woken up without them and had not seen them at all. “Where are they?”


  “The Sunscale keeps them in his chambers or around his neck. The manor is full of whispers; some say that Contremulus aims to empower himself by exposing himself to your essence in some way.”


  “Tell me more.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know any more. Sorry, lad.”


  “I am female.”


  I had meant it as a simple statement of fact, but this revelation seemed to inspire a mixture of pity and dread on her face.


  “Then I worry for you even more.”


  That made no sense to me. “Why?”


  Dorydd finished tending my wrists and replaced the cloth in her pocket. “I should go,” she said. “They’ll notice me gone if I stay any longer.”


  “Wait,” I begged. “Please. Please stay. Don’t leave me.”


  She went to the door, closing it without a sound, leaving me alone in the dark with nothing but knives for company.
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  Contremulus did not visit that evening. It was completely unlike him to miss a day of our sessions, so I was grateful. My body still needed time to heal.


  I could move my jaw now. Dorydd was right; whatever Contremulus had done, its efficacy could not be denied. Breathing was easier, and for the first time in some time, I spent a night without pain. I was still uncomfortably strapped to the board, still enduring blistered wrists and ankles, but I found something approximating rest. I was grateful for this at least.


  Miraculously I even dreamed. A little. Not much, fragments and visions of nothing. Not like the dreams I had when my life was simpler. These were not visions of power; they were whimpers, beaten animals of dreams who were too afraid to come out.


  Despite this they were strangely comforting. A reminder of the world I had known. Of better days.


  When they ended I was oddly calm. As though the dreams had soothed some of my inner turmoil. My body still ached, and my jaw felt raw. Despite my pain, part of me understood that some of my burdens had been lifted through some process I did not comprehend at all.


  As I waited for dawn to come, and for Contremulus to visit, I slowly came to realise what I had been missing.


  Companionship.


  Dorydd the dwarf, hailing from a place I had never heard of, had talked to me. Not with the aim of wanting anything, not because she had to serve me, only because she wanted to. Sincere, genuine friendship, offered right when I needed it.


  I don’t know why this brought me so much succour. Perhaps I needed conversation more than I thought. Her visit, brief though it was, had recharged me. I knew then I could never be a solitary creature; I needed to talk to someone every so often, or the loneliness would take its toll. Eventually I would be worn away.


  The door opened, and he entered. I stared at my father, ready for another round of pain and misery.


  He pulled another creature into the room behind him, dragging it on a thick chain around its neck. I knew its kind: a goblin. It had green skin, was as tall as I was, with a wide and balloon shaped head. Its mouth was full of sharp teeth, and its tiny red eyes darted around, taking in its surroundings, little dots full of hunger and fear.


  “Good morning, Ren. I hope you are well rested for today’s journey.”


  “Is the morning good?” I asked, baring some of my teeth. “I cannot see from within my cell.”


  He just smiled. “Your spirit is strong. This is excellent.” Contremulus tugged on the chain around the goblin’s neck. “I feel today will be a particularly auspicious moment for both of us.”


  “Forgive me if I do not share your enthusiasm.” I flicked the tip of my tail at the goblin. “Who is this?” 


  Contremulus didn’t answer. He stepped over to me, reached out, then touched my jaw. I snapped my teeth at him. He nimbly dodged out of the way.


  I had seen an adult copper dragon with a head the length of my whole body maneuver a claw fractions of an inch above my scales with uncanny precision. I had seen the same dragon, in the guise of a gnome, stop a dagger thrust with two fingers. Dragons were fast, even in their borrowed forms.


  “My, you are full of energy today. Perhaps Dorydd is better suited to the task of tending you than I had given her credit for.”


  “Perhaps I am simply glad Jhora’s guts are roiling, and she’s in pain, her arse-pit a stinking fountain.”


  Contremulus seemed amused. “It is a most unfortunate malady. I am assured my loyal minion will recover. Do not fear, my little daughter, you will see Jhora and her golden helm again.”


  The thought made my tail curl. I tried to think of something snappy to say, but fatigue and pain made the words sound pathetic. “I’d rather not.”


  “Alas, we do not always get what we want.” Contremulus retrieved the vial he had taken yesterday. My golden blood, now mostly dried and stuck to the edges of the glass, remained within. He set the vial down on the bench that held my dagger-friends, then reached into a satchel at his hip, withdrawing a small pouch.


  The pouch of my eggshells.


  He fished one out, the glowing fragment between two fingers, then removed the stopper on the vial. The fragment sank into the vial of my blood, sitting at the bottom. He replaced the stopper, shaking it for a moment, marvelling at the yellow light which shone from within.


  When it faded, he held it out before the goblin.


  “What is, master?” said the goblin in a poorly articulated form of draconic.


  “Something very special indeed.”


  The goblin’s inquisitive red eyes latched on to the golden vial of my blood. “Shiny,” he said. “Pretty!”


  “I want to give this to you.”


  The goblin reached for the vial then stopped, suddenly suspicious. “You want give for slave? Why master do?”


  “The reasons why are not your concern, goblin. Take it and drink.”


  Drinking my blood and my eggshell? What gain could come of this? I watched as the goblin’s greed overcame his caution. He snatched the vial, sniffing it.


  “Smell of kobold! Blech!”


  “Drink,” Contremulus urged. “I want to see you drink it.”


  The goblin yanked the stopper off the vial, then poured my blood down his throat. He smacked his wide jaws, testing the taste and seeming to find my blood to his liking.


  “Sweet,” he said. “Very sweet. Sweet and spicy. More!”


  “Is this your secret plan?” I snipped at Contremulus. “Harvesting my blood to feed to slaves?”


  Contremulus watched the goblin intently. I watched too. The creature hopped from foot to foot, greedily holding out its grubby hands. “Me! Me!”


  “No effect. Curious,” Contremulus said, watching the little creature’s energetic little dance. “I had expected something different.”


  I wanted to say something, to seize upon this tiny victory where my captor’s plans had not manifested in the way he intended. I didn’t. Something about the way the goblin was moving and jumping stayed my words.


  “Hot!” he said, sticking out his tongue, licking at his ragged sleeve as though to remove a suddenly foul taste. “Too hot! Too spicy!”


  “Contremulus,” I asked, a clenching feeling growing in my belly, “what did you do?”


  The goblin shrieked, dancing around with his tongue out, flailing his arms and legs. He collapsed in a heap, clutching his ankles, his voice a panicked shriek. “Such hot! Too hot! Make pain stop!”


  Contremulus only watched.


  The little goblin spasmed, clutching his abdomen, crying and whimpering. Contremulus stepped back as a dull light began to shine from the poor creature’s mouth and eye sockets. The goblin shuddered violently, shaking and trembling on the ground, emitting an unearthly wail that resonated right to my core.


  And then he caught fire from within.


  He lived, for a time, screaming and thrashing on the stone floor of my cell, before shock took it, and it withered like a dry leaf. Waves of heat washed over me. Although I didn’t burn, I could smell the smoke from the wooden table, so intense was the flame. More powerful was the stink of burning flesh, turning to ash before my eyes. Within moments, even the goblin’s bones were gone.


  In the centre of the ash was a glowing light. The fragment of my eggshell, completely unharmed.


  I stared at the pile of nothing before me. “How?”


  Contremulus, too, locked eyes on the pile of ash, which was only moments ago a living goblin. “There is power in your blood, Ren. Power you don’t understand, power even I don’t completely understand. It is a power too strong to be held in lesser bodies. Too great for those who are unworthy.”


  I knew nothing of power this raw and destructive. My blood had turned a goblin to ash before my eyes simply because he drank it. None of the tales of my people had prepared me for anything like this.


  I was not unschooled in the ways of magic. I was a sorcerer, and my spells flowed from my draconic forebearer. From Contremulus. I had a fraction of his draconic essence, and a much smaller fraction still of his physical prowess. Even if I had stolen power from him, somehow, adding this tiny piece back to his vast pool would not seem worth the effort he was expelling.


  “Some terrible and incredible force lies within you, waiting to be unlocked.” He reached into the pile of goblin ashes, retrieving the eggshell to return it to all the others. Then he made his way to the door, pulled it open and let the faintest of the outside light into my cell. “A surprising result, but truly, a setback.”


  A setback? I had no context for his statement. “Next time drink it yourself,” I spat. “Or are you afraid?”


  He smiled at me as he closed the door, a cold, unloving smile that drained the courage out of me.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER II


  



  



  



  HE LEFT ME WITH THE smell of roasted goblin in my cell, and the pile of dust that was once a living, breathing creature. Human servants arrived, cloths over their noses, to remove the powder, which did little to reduce the stench. It was baked into the walls, the floor. Into every inch of the room.


  They scrubbed and did what they could, largely to no avail. The tremendous heat had left a dark, vaguely goblin-shaped stain on the floor. A lone servant remained after the others gave up, scraping at it with one of Contremulus’s knives, trying to scratch away the scorch mark. I recognised Kurdax and took pleasure in the vision of the knife being roughly dragged across the stone. It would be blunt, and sharpening it would take time. Time he wasn’t cutting me open.


  Assuming he did spent the time to sharpen it.


  Surely he would.


  One last servant continued to work, and then footsteps outside my door heralded another arrival. I expected my father, but it was his lap-dog, Jhora, her golden helm glinting in the dark. She inspected my cell with a dark scowl on her face, leather boots squeaking as she stepped inside. “What happened here?” she grumbled, her draconic as clear and fluid as mine.


  “Contremulus murdered a goblin.”


  She spat on the scorch mark. The servant scraped at the spot with the knife. “Bah,” Jhora said, “the stain will never come out.”


  This was the one who had killed Khavi. I rattled the chains that held my wrists. Testing their strength. They gave no more than they always had.


  Jhora glanced at me with a mixture of curiosity and annoyance. “How have you survived this long? We have been taking bets on how long you would live.” She grinned. “I have already lost coin.”


  I didn’t know what ‘coin’ was. Some kind of food, probably. “Am I supposed to apologise?”


  “That would be nice. Covering my debts would be better.” She crouched, running her finger along the burn mark. “Amazing, truly. The stone is smooth, far smoother than it should have been. The rock must have melted to slag. My master’s power never ceases to amaze me. “


  I did not know what to tell her. She seemed more concerned with a display of my father’s power, yet she did not seem to truly understand his power. If Contremulus had breathed his dragonflame in this room there would be no room left. How could she not know what he was doing in here?


  It seemed that Contremulus kept secrets even from his own.


  The silence seemed to annoy her. “So, why is he keeping you in here?” asked Jhora, although I suspected she did not truly want me to answer.


  “I do not know.”


  She sneered. “He must enjoy fucking you senseless.”


  Although Contremulus had inflicted a variety of miseries upon me, that was not one of them. “Why would he do that? I am his child.”


  To even admit the fact hurt me. I had spent almost all of my six years of life without parents, without even a name; Ren meant nothing in the tongue of dragonkind. I had been born dead, my egg inert. As per our custom, all record of my lineage was stricken from the records to be forgotten forever. Despite this, when my dead shell was cast into the furnace for destruction, I spontaneously returned to life. Nobody could have predicted I would have survived. Clearly I was different.


  I had spent much effort trying to discover who I was, and now that I knew, I wished I didn’t.


  Jhora ran her fingers once more across the stone, and then, as if satisfied, stood. “You think that will stop him?”



  Inbreeding was something the tightly knit kobold cities avoided. It was seen as abominable. I shook my head. “It’s not logical to mate with me.”


  She laughed. And laughed. “If you think that logic enters into this, you’re sadly mistaken.” She folded her arms. “But maybe he likes you. Blood is thicker than water, hmm?”


  I turned the phrase over and over in my mind, trying to identify it. I thought back to the lessons I’d had in Atikala, before its destruction. We were taught basic alchemy, in case we were assigned to be potion brewers for the city. Liquid viscosity was one of the properties discussed. “Actually, I think it’s much the same. What does that have to do with anything?”


  The human chuckled. Her servant laid Kurdax to the side, his face a despondent mask.


  “Nothing can be done with the blade,” he said, his tone quiet. “The stone cannot be cleansed. The burn is deep.”


  “It will have to be cut out,” Jhora grumbled. “It looks all out of place, ruins the beauty of the granite.”


  The servant nodded his head and left. What beauty was here? Only terrors and pain.


  Jhora looked back to me. “Blood is thicker is just a human saying. It means family is more important than strangers. Of course, in this case,” she gestured to my chains, “I was applying it ironically.”


  The entire concept was somewhat strange. I turned it over in my mind. “Why do you think that?” I leaned forward, an uncomfortable posture when chained to a heavy board. She had my interest. “Do you really think family is more important than other individuals?”


  “Of course,” she said, “don’t you?”


  The idea had some appeal, on some level, but the alternative tugged at my heartstrings. Lives were lives, and every kobold counted. One person’s family was another’s stranger. There was no practical sense in valuing ones own family above anyone else. I wrinkled my snout. “Of course not. That’s not what kobolds think.”


  “Yeah, suit yourself. I heard your kind don’t have families, anyway.”


  “Not as you would understand them. Our children are raised communally, and while we may encounter our parents in day to day life, apart from sorcerers or in matters of breeding, it is rare for us to place much importance on our relations.”


  “Except for you, of course.”


  I stared. “I…how did you know?”


  “If you didn’t,” she said, “you wouldn’t be talking about it.”



  It was a fair point.


  I rattled the chains on my wrists. “Satisfied I’m not dead?” I said, bitterness returning as memories of Khavi flowed into my mind. “Go return to your fellows, and prepare to lose more coin. I’m not a corpse yet.”


  “Yet,” Jhora echoed, smiling a dark smile. “The others did not fare so well.”


  “Others? There are other kobolds held here?”


  “No other kobolds,” said Jhora. Something in her eyes mocked me; she was silently laughing at a joke I did not understand. “Miss your friend, do you?”


  Of course. Khavi… “I do.”


  “Do not worry, he didn’t die for nothing, I made sure of that.” Jhora could not be more wrong. Khavi had died like a beast at slaughter, and for no reason at all. “Some days I imagine myself stepping on his remains. Crushing him underfoot. Someday I might revisit them…someday.” She ground her heel into the stone as though this should mock me further. Her boots were made of some fancy leather. Dragonscale? How could a simple soldier afford such a thing? It made no sense. “Now. The future. Whenever. As though it matters. What concern is time to the dead?”


  I needed something to take my mind off Khavi. Anything. “Why?” I asked. “Why does Contremulus keep prisoners?”


  “The prisoners are there to service him in any way he desires. Some he talks to, some he experiments on, others he breeds. It is his way.”


  The thought of the last one sent a chill down the length of my tail. Jhora wasn’t just threatening me; this was a thing he did. Made more worrying because my breeding cycle was long overdue. Females could not smell the scent as keenly as males could, and one’s own scent even less so. It had probably been and gone.


  Probably. Kobolds had a fast reproductive cycle. A temporary reprieve. It would soon come again. If I were lucky, it would, once again, prove uneventful.


  “Fortunately for you,” Jhora continued, “I don’t think he likes boys.”


  Why did everyone keep making that mistake? “I am female,” I said again, irritated. How could he breed with me if I were male?


  “Oh.” Jhora’s face fell slightly. Had he bred with this one? “I am sorry then, girl, because he rarely takes female prisoners for their conversational skills. I doubt he’ll hold back on you because you share his blood. In fact, I think this may appeal to him.”


  I stared at the scorched mark on the stone. “No, I think I’m an experiment.”


  “Then I feel especially sorry for you, because those are the truly unlucky ones.” Jhora checked my bonds, making sure they were tight. “And sometimes prisoners are more than one thing.”


  “Why don’t you help me?” I said. “Why doesn’t anyone help me?”


  Jhora just looked to the mark on the floor. “I have to shit.”


  “Then go shit.” I waggled my tail. “I hope it hurts.”



  She sneered, then holding her abdomen, left me alone.


  Being a prisoner for an extended period puts one in a strange frame of mind. I hated the torture, I hated seeing Contremulus, hated being reminded Khavi was dead and that Contremulus had ordered him killed. I hated knowing Faala’s egg was somewhere in this complex, probably being experimented on as well, probably suffering. I hated that I had wandered into the human village in the first place, a decision which had ultimately lead me here. Thirty Atikalan kobolds were dead, Vrax of Ssarsdale had betrayed me, and then Khavi had been killed.


  Yet despite everything, the bad food, the awkward posture, the burning and the cutting and the pain, I hated the loneliness.


  It pained me to admit that when the door would finally open to my cell and my father arrived to continue his dark work I would be secretly, just a little, glad, even if I knew I had nothing to look forward to except misery. The pain was my reminder I still lived.


  The urge to live was strong, even in kobolds. So it was with some degree of anticipation that I waited, patiently, fearfully, for Contremulus to come.


  He didn’t. The loneliness, the aloneness, soon became palpable. Oppressive. Like a weight on my chest, crushing the life out of me. Killing hope. I was going to be stuck in this lightless hole in the ground forever. I would never see Tzala, my mother, again. Vrax’s betrayal would go unavenged. I would eventually die here, forgotten and disposed of, and Tzala would likely never know what happened to me. Vrax would tell her some lie, and this would be the end of my memory.


  It was not the first time in my life I had ever wanted my mother with me, but this was by far the strongest. I wanted my mother. I wanted her to take care of me, to bathe my wounds and take me away from this place, to a nice cave or even a surface house, where I would have a family. A proper father. People who could take care of me and share in my life. I wanted this so much it ached.


  I began tugging at my chains, stretching them with a faint rattle, then the panic truly set in.


  I would never see my mother again.


  I was never going to be free.


  I was going to die here.


  Alone.


  I screamed and thrashed around, yanking and pulling at the metal until it hurt. I could not stand to be here even one more second longer, or I would go mad. I screamed and latched my teeth onto the chains, chewing on the metal until it hurt. Perhaps I could chew off my own hands and be free that way. Perhaps the fire had weakened the wood, and I could break it. Mad thoughts filled my head, desperate thoughts. I kicked my tail, thrashing it around like a whip.


  The tip of my tail brushed against something that tinked across the floor, bouncing on the stone, and the noise was enough to stop me. My teeth hurt, my wrists hurt, my knees hurt from being stretched out too far. That sound—faint and barely audible through all the racket I was making—inspired a wild surge of exhilaration.


  Kurdax was still sitting on the floor.


  I felt around with the tip of my tail. One couldn’t easily grasp things with a tail. It was not manoeuvrable; it was like a leg, thick and unwieldy, not like a hand. 


  I slid my tail around the stone, feeling blindly, trying to find the noise again. Feeling. Exploring.


  The tip of my tail touched something cold and metal, right at the very edge of its reach. I strained myself, wiggling as far down as I could, giving my tail as much reach as I could spare. I hooked the tip around the metal edge, and it cut me. I barely felt it; I was used to such things. I slowly dragged the blade closer, scraping it along the stone.


  Come on, Kurdax, you stupid thing. I need you now.


  I got it close enough to wrap my whole tail around the blade, squeezing and hoisting it up. The edge lodged in between two scales and gave me sufficient friction to lift it the whole way up, in front of my body, and I cried happy tears. 


  Hope.


  I dropped it into my hand and wiggled the tip into the lock of my shackle. I twisted and turned it, testing the internal tumblers. The lock was strong, made of heavy iron, but it was simple. It was built to stop human prisoners from pulling it out of the wall, not against a smaller kobold with a pilfered dagger and a desperate, deep-seated desire to leave this place.


  I could feel the tumblers deep within the lock through the length of Kurdax’s blade. There were three of them. I knew this because the key used to unlock it had three teeth. All I had to do was get past them, and my claw would be free.


  The minutes ticked past as I twisted Kurdax this way and that, trying to turn the first tumbler. I was just beginning to despair again, thinking I would not be able to do it, when the first clicked into place.


  I twisted the dagger again, reaching further. The second was the easiest; it was the higher. I tried to visualise the key I had seen every day as I pushed the dagger in as far as I could. It clicked into position.


  The third would be difficult. I had to balance the tumbler about half way, and set myself to spend some time getting it right. The trembling of my hands, a mixture of terror and excitement, made the task difficult, but soon this one too unlocked.


  I slid my wrist free for the first time since I arrived, holding it close against my chest. I curled around it, relief flooding through my body. It felt amazing.


  Unlocking my other wrist proved just as easy. Then I did my ankles. I slid off the table for the first time since I had arrived, staring at how thin and bony my legs had become. I put a foot on the ground, testing the weight, then stood.


  I collapsed in a heap. My legs had no strength left in them. I reached up for the board, using it to pull myself back up, my legs trembling with the effort. Eventually I let go of the board, then stood up for the first time in so long.


  I could barely stand, let alone walk. Such thoughts were dragged into a dark part of my mind and slain. There was no option that combined immobility with survival. I had to walk. If I couldn’t, I had no hope.


  Stretching my limbs felt good. I extended a foot, then another. I walked across the room, reached the door, then turned around to walk back.


  The entire far wall of my prison, the wall I had not seen, was covered in bottles full of fluids. They were various sizes, some big enough to hold a kobold, others the size of my fist, some barely the size of one of my scales.


  About half had things in them. Bits of flesh. An eyeball. A severed human hand. One had a whole orc head.


  Was this what Contremulus planned to do with me? To eventually cut me up and put my bits in a bottle?


  Fear gave my legs strength. I stumbled over to the door, grasping the handle, then pushing on it. It swung open with little difficulty, although it was built for humans, so it was heavier than I expected. I poked my head outside.


  I was in a corridor full of doors, each wooden with iron reinforcing, identical to my own. The area was lit with bright torches, which stung my eyes. It was as quiet as a tomb except for far away sobbing.


  I opened the door no more than I needed to, and with Kurdax firmly in my hand, I slipped into the corridor.


  Each step was like walking between snakes. I dreaded even the slightest footfall or scrape, knowing if I was caught outside my cell, a terrible fate beyond my imagining would befall me.


  A muffled howl came from a cell. I dropped Kurdax, scurrying across the corridor. I stared at the door, expecting monsters to burst out of it. None came. The scream faded to gasping and panting, gurgled strangely, then was silent.


  The door, with the sounds of movement behind it, beckoned to me. I crept forward, reaching up for the too-high handle, easing it open a crack.


  A human female was strapped to a table, just as I had been. All her skin had been flayed away. She still moved, groaning incoherently as blood trickled from her mouth, twitching and jerking as though dying.


  Despite my fear I didn’t retreat. I knew I should have just left, should have turned around, then departed this horrid place as soon as I laid eyes upon the creature. Some part of me implored me to enter. The whispers of my curiosity.


  The woman looked at me as I closed the door, her exposed muscles twitching as she tried to move. Veins and arteries, open and exposed, weaved between the muscles and flesh all throughout her body. How she was alive was impossible for me to comprehend; infection should have claimed her long ago. Yet she still lived.


  Or did she? The smell in the room—rancid meat, coupled with rot and chemicals—conjured more of my childhood lessons to mind. Theoretical ones. Ones of the dark school of necromancy.


  I locked eyes with the poor human, and there was no life in her dead, hollow pits. She was a corpse, her body manipulated by arcane energy. The living dead.


  Animating the dead was a dark magic indeed, but creating anything other than mindless skeletons or zombies was beyond the reach of most, except the most powerful necromancers and sorcerers with a suitable bloodline. In my magical learnings in Atikala, I had been told of these powerful arcanists, amoral sociopaths with no regard for life who saw flesh as their plaything.


  This described Contremulus fairly well. The comparison nagged at me. I comforted myself with the words of my teacher, Yeznen. He had told me the knowledge of the creation of most forms of undead had been lost when the Gods died.


  Yet not completely. 


  The corpse howled again, its mouth splitting as it spoke its rage at me, black bile and blood spraying from its lips. Its nostrils flared; it could smell my flesh. It wanted me. It strained against its bonds, stretching its arms so hard I thought they might break off.


  There was nothing more I could do. I yanked open the door, jumped through, and then slammed it shut. Too loud. My eyes searched in panic, hoping the sound had not been heard. Aside from the groans from within the cell, the silence was absolute.


  I fought down my fear and retrieved Kurdax, walking away from the woman’s cell backwards, watching it until I was far enough away that the voice of panic in my head quieted down to a dull roar.


  The monster had rattled me. I swallowed the fear. I still had to escape from this place. A fork in the corridor up ahead gave me cause to pause.


  One was as good as the other. I crept up to the edge, peering to my left. More corridors, more doors. Some, bizarrely, had a puffy white kind of food outside, most of it spoilt, some still edible. I snatched some from a nearby tray, stuffing it in my mouth.


  To my right though, was a single set of double doors. A human sat in a chair before it, leaning up against the wall, a hat pulled low over his head. I could hear his breathing, gentle, quiet, relaxed. His chest barely moved. He was asleep.


  I hesitated. Not all the people who worked for Contremulus approved of what he did. Dorydd especially. What did this man, Contremulus’s jailer, think of his master’s actions? 


  It didn’t matter.


  This one was like the men who killed Khavi. He knew of the horrors this place held. He was just as culpable, just as guilty, as all his kind were. I repeated in my mind the lesson I had recalled the day Atikala had been destroyed.


  No mercy for monsters.


  I moved up to him as silently as I could, until I was close enough to smell his sweat and unwashed clothes, then jammed Kurdax up under the man’s chin and into his brain.


  His eyes flew open. I thought for a horrible moment that my weak muscles had not pushed the blade in deep enough, or that he was also an undead creature, some monstrosity who could shrug off such terrible injuries, but his open eyes were glassy and unstaring.


  Kurdax had done something useful for once. I withdrew the blade and wiped it off on the man’s pants, trying to get all the blood out of the scratches on Kurdax’s surface.


  I left him propped up against the wall, as close to how I had seen him as I could, then I pushed open the last door. Stairs upwards, twisting to the left.


  I began to climb.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER III


  



  



  



  THE STAIRS COMPLETED TWO REVOLUTIONS before the top. Before me was a flat, unremarkable wall with a lever to the right of it. I pulled it.


  The stonework creaked, and the wall retracted to the right. Bright light flooded in. I squinted against the glare, unable to see.


  When I could finally crack my eyes open, I saw a room. A room with a large, double-sized, cushioned sleeping area, a writing desk, a white stone tub about waist high, a passage to the left, and a single door, which was presumably the entrance. It was closed.


  I stepped inside and strange scents assaulted my nose, most strong and sweet, some subtle and alien. Perfume, freshly washed clothes, inks, and papers. Water from the left passage. Investigating the tub, I saw it was about a half full of water. I dipped my head in and drank eagerly.


  It felt good to drink on my own and not just because the water was cool and pleasant. For the duration of my captivity, I had been fed like a pet. An animal. For me to do something as simple as give myself water was intensely liberating, and I drank as much as I could without making myself sick. No matter how much I seemed to take, the bowl would be replenished from some source. I didn’t need to use my spells to recognise a minor magical effect in place.


  My thirst sated, I stumbled back out into the main room, my head spinning from being upside down. I shrugged it off. I needed information. The writing desk was a good place to start. It was human sized with a chair. I pulled myself up onto it, standing awkwardly on the too-soft cushioning, leaning over the desk and inspecting the papers.


  Paper was a rare material in the underworld. It was almost exclusively reserved for magical scrolls. To use such a large supply as this on simple notekeeping was boggling to the mind. He might as well have written his daily correspondence on solid gold.


  The large majority were written in draconic, and I skimmed them. The first was an order for fairly mundane supplies for the estate. Water, meat, something called cheese. Could there be anything important here? There was no way to know. I didn’t want to spend the time to read everything, so I brushed it aside.


  A receipt from an alchemist’s shop. Ten pounds of silver, coal, several tonnes of wood, and a large iron stake, five kobolds tall. Irrelevant to me.


  I needed a map, something that would help me escape this place, or help once I was free. I couldn’t see anything like it. I went to search the drawers, stretching tall. My head began to spin from all the standing up. I could not rest; not yet.


  I found something else.


  A single flower, crimson red and in bloom, suspended in a glass of water that tingled with magic. It was labelled Ophiliana. I touched one of the petals, and within the water a vision played for my eyes.


  Contremulus in his draconic form, swimming in a lake alongside another gold dragon, a female. They caught fish with their giant mouths, and I heard a sound I had never expected to come from his lips.


  Laughter.


  Genuine, joyful laughter. Carefree. Easy.



  The image looped as they came back again, endlessly fishing, endlessly laughing.


  I could not believe that someone so evil would have such beautiful memories. It was impossible that this was the same dragon who tortured me day after day. The past had been kind to him, but something had happened in the intervening years. Something had been lost.


  What could have turned such a genuine, radiant smile into the creature I had seen? What horrors had he endured?


  I actually felt a tang of pity for him. Contremulus wasn’t some unfeeling monster with no emotions… or at least, at one time, he hadn’t been. He had hopes. Dreams. Love, perhaps, too. Or at least a friend, rather than creatures who served him out of fear.


  Kobolds were simple people who knew only work and suffering, told always that the world outside was full of evil and monsters. This justified everything we did. Although I was different from my kind, sometimes I couldn’t help but think like them. I had told myself that normal-thinking creatures would never do the things that Contremulus had done, that only the most irredeemable, vile creatures could be monsters.


  Dragons, men, and kobolds alike chose their destinies. Contremulus wasn’t born evil; he became evil, a thousand little steps along a dark road I hoped to never tread.


  I climbed down from the chair, awkwardly and carefully, then sat down on the edge of the oversized sleeping cushion, letting myself recover. I needed a plan.


  It was difficult to think. I’d been walking on legs that were being exercised for the first time in months on an empty belly and minimal sleep. I was far from my best. The room turned around me, and the sleeping cushion felt strangely soft and welcoming. Strange, because I had never seen such a thing. I had always slept on the ground. Even though the cold stone was inviting too, I knew I could not lie down. I could not rest. To do so would be folly.


  I reached up to touch my forehead, trying to steady the spinning.


  Something moved at the edge of my vision.


  I nearly jumped out of my scales. As my panic faded, I saw something horrible, almost unrecognisable, terrible to behold, pitiable beyond measure.


  Me. It was a mirror.


  I was filthy, covered in dirt and dried blood. I was still wearing the clothes I’d worn when I had been captured. They were little more than rags now.



  My body was covered in scars. Scores of them, a testament to the treatment I’d endured. Kobolds rarely scarred. The layer of previously smooth scales all over my body was jagged and uneven. Many were chipped and missing, revealing dark spots on my skin. I’d lost a lot of my muscle; I was probably two-thirds my previous weight, and my tail was withered, almost dragging on the ground. That was probably why my balance felt so off. How I had managed to grasp the dagger with it I could not understand.


  I slipped off the cushion and stepped closer to the mirror, studying my face. My jaw had not set well; my face was asymmetrical, distorted subtly, and I looked as though I’d aged a decade. I’d lost teeth. Two or three, including one of my canines. My eyes were sunken pits on my face, dull and lifeless. One of the bony spines on top of my head was missing, leaving an empty hole. I didn’t even realise it had gone. Perhaps Contremulus had ripped it out while I was unconscious, or perhaps it had abandoned my body as one might leave rotten food, rejected as unsuitable.


  Broken, dirty, and pathetic. This was, by far, the most painful moment of my imprisonment. My body would never recover from this. I could eat and regain my muscles, some of my scales would eventually regrow, but the scars would never completely fade. The damage Contremulus had wrought would forever be visible on my flesh.


  As far as I ran, as far as I got from Northaven, I would never be able to put this incident behind me.


  I would never truly be free.


  What life could I have now? I was a broken kobold in a city teaming with humans. Aside from these scant details I had gleaned from Dorydd I knew nothing about where I was. Atikala was destroyed, and I had been cast out of Ssarsdale. There were no other kobold settlements I knew of, and it wouldn’t matter if I discovered one. My kind were wary of strangers and would not accept me, scarred and distorted as I was. Finding a home would be almost impossible, even if I could escape, find one, then approach them.


  Hopeless. It was hopeless.


  I still had Kurdax. I looked at the dagger, staring at it, at the sharp edge which had wrought so much havoc over my body, had damaged me beyond repair.


  Perhaps it could do a little more damage yet. How easy it would be to plunge the dagger into my own body. As far as I knew every survivor of Atikala had been killed. I was the last. Why not finish the job?


  I almost did it. Right then, right at my weakest moment; I almost used Kurdax to take away all my pain. Open up my neck vein and surrender.


  Then I remembered something. I wasn’t the last.


  Tzala, my mentor and mother, had made it to Ssarsdale and was now a part of the council. She still lived, and she did so minus an arm. She had not let her pain and limitations hold her back.


  Selfish thinking. That’s what killing myself was. Here I was, thinking I was the last of my kind and forgetting the very existence of my own mother. The same mother I, earlier, had so desperately wanted to see.


  Did I really think losing a spine on my head, some teeth that would grow back, and gaining a few scars meant I was worthless? I still had my spells. I still had my hands. I could fight and cast. Who cared how pretty I looked? Khavi wouldn’t have cared one bit.


  Khavi.


  My hands became fists. The anger turned into ambition. I would go back to Ssarsdale, and I would make Vrax pay for what he did. I would tell Tzala of his betrayal, and she would blast him to oblivion. I would—


  Footsteps stopped right outside the door.


  I dropped down to my belly and rolled under the sleeping cushion’s wooden frame, cowering up against the wall. I did so knowing it would do me no good. Even if Contremulus was shapechanged and seeing with human eyes, dragons were unnaturally perceptive. A kobold hiding under a wooden frame would be an easy mark for him to find. He would hear my heart beating.


  Fortunately for me, though, it was a pair of shuffling, awkward outer-feet that entered the room, made from some kind of scaled leather. They staggered over towards the side chamber, a soft groan coming from within. I could barely see from under the wood. Their legs, bent and they appeared to sit. The sound of splashing water.


  Whoever it was, they were shitting into the endless water supply. I reflexively rubbed my mouth. I had drunk from that.


  I stopped dead, my revulsion at drinking shit-water evaporating. The defecation was almost completely liquid, and the person in pain. As though to confirm my suspicions, the person put a something down on the stone floor in clear view.


  A golden helm.


  Jhora.


  The fire in my blood surged in a way it had not done since I was captured. I gripped Kurdax as though he was keeping me anchored to this plane, and I wiggled myself out from under the frame, dragging myself back to standing.


  “My Lord?” came her fearful voice from within. “My apologies, my lord, it-it is the sickness. I thought this better than to defile the corridors.”


  “I am not Contremulus,” I hissed, stepping around the threshold.


  There she was, sick and feverish, the servant of the dragon who tortured me. The woman who mocked me, took bets on how long I would live. Her soldiers had hunted me, killing nearly thirty kobolds, including Khavi. She did not look as tough as I had seen her moments before, her skin pale from her illness. She was without her sword or her armour and reeked of excrement.


  “How lovely to see you again,” I said, baring my teeth and bouncing Kurdax in my hand.


  Her eyes widened. She held up her hands.


  “Wait—”


  Dragonflame. I burned that bitch as she sat above a pool of her own filth. She screamed and thrashed as the fire ate her flesh, skin melting off her charred bones, the shit-water below her hissing and bubbling as it boiled. I poured my hatred into her, every arcane phrase spat with venom, and I unleashed my fury.


  My fires were hot, and they burned bright. I had been imprisoned for so long. The pent up energy in my body had been begging for release like an overfilled waterskin. I cast over and over until I could do so no longer, until there was nothing there but bones and the stone around the corpse glowed with a dull orange heat. I charred every part of her corpse to cinders.


  Vengeance. I had fantasised about burning Jhora and others alive, about getting my revenge for those who had died for so long, vividly and intensely. Yet as I watched the still-smouldering embers of the woman I had destroyed, I felt hollow. This was unsatisfying. All those kobolds were still dead. My body was still permanently disfigured. I was still trapped here.


  As my rage settled, I berated myself for burning her so. Any chance of taking something from her body was ruined now. Everything that could burn had burned, everything that could melt had melted. The only things left were her outer-feet, the scorched stumps of her legs sticking out.


  The outer-feet. I looked at them. The leather they were made from had scales on it. My flames had licked the edges of them, turning the top a dark black. I picked one up, Jhora’s foot still in it, the remains of her leg crumbling and breaking off as I held it closer to my eyes.


  It wasn’t dragonscale as I had first thought. The shape of the scales was wrong; they were too round, too flat; dragonscales were long and sharp. No, this definitely wasn’t dragonscale. It was similar. Familiar.


  It was made from kobold.


  Back in Atikala we had often worn leather armour made from human skins. To think negatively of the humans who had skinned one of my kind would be hypocritical. I bit down my revulsion, then reached down for the other.


  I stopped dead as I saw the inside of Jhora’s right outer foot. There was a hole there, an indent in the scales the cobbler, as clearly skilled as they were, had tried to hide using a fold. But it was still visible. A hole in the leather, with twin slices on either side of it. The tissue underneath had scarred, revealing the cured leather beneath.


  The scar was an arrow wound. An arrow wound I knew, because I’d treated it.


  The outer-feet were made from Khavi.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER IV


  



  



  



  TEARS.


  I HAD CRIED A lot since my capture. Never like this. Tears from physical pain are different from emotional pain. I cradled both of the outer-feet to my chest, weeping. I was as close to my friend as I could be, touching his body for the first time since he’d been decapitated.


  “Khavi, my dear friend, what did they do to you?”


  The humans hadn’t just taken off his head. They butchered him. Skinned him. Made him into a thing. I gripped the outer-feet so hard the leather creaked and wrinkled. My anger returned anew, and I hissed at the dead body of Jhora, breathing in the wisps of smoke that rose from her body and trailed into my nose. I’d been too rash in killing her. I should have left her alive and badly burned. I should have had her scream over and over and over. I should have taken her flesh and made it into outer-feet as well. Made her watch as I flayed her alive with Kurdax.


  My shoulders trembled and shook. I wanted to scream, scream in rage and denial. Fortunately the whisper of self-preservation in the back of my mind told me making any more sound than I already had was a bad idea. Jhora’s shrieks had been bad enough. If anyone had heard her, though, they had not come. 


  The guards were used to screaming in this place.


  Before we were captured, I had promised Khavi that if he was killed I would bury him. I decided then and there to fulfil that promise. Each of the outer-feet had a pair of strings attached to them. I tied the strings together and wrapped them around my neck. 


  There was no more I could do here. I left the smouldering blackened body of Jhora where she sat, above a pile of scorched human dung, then I went back into the bedroom.


  The room was stained by smoke. I knew the smell would spread, and I didn’t have much time. I went to the writing desk, then pulled on the handles, emptying them on the floor. Paper. Ink. Quills. A book. A small knife.


  The pouch of my eggshells.


  I snatched them up, holding them tight. I wanted to inspect them to see if they were all there. I didn’t have time. I hid the small knife in a fold in my rags, then stuffed my eggshell pouch into one of the singed Khavi-feet.


  Then I saw something I thought I’d never see ever again. Small and oval, black and smooth like a river stone, and the size of my hand.


  Faala’s egg, still unhatched.


  The last time I’d seen it was when the singing gnome Pewdt had crushed its sister and run off, taunting us with his laughter. I had named it Vela, gambling it would be a female. I had never imagined in my wildest dreams that it would ever be found.


  I reached out to touch it. It was warm, warmer than the surrounding air. Still alive.



  The wyrmling inside would be nearly three months old now. One month more and it would hatch. I could scarcely believe my fortune. Cupping the egg gingerly, I slipped it into the other outer foot. It fit perfectly.


  The image of that was appealing to me. The last remains of Khavi’s body were giving his child a protective embrace, cradling the unhatched egg, shielding it even after his death. This was his daughter or son, and the idea of them being reunited—even if by such strange circumstances as this—made me smile my first honest smile in a very long time.


  “Your dad’s protecting you, little kobold. You’re going to be okay. We both are.”


  The smell of roasted human reminded me that I was still on the run from the prison below this room. I had Kurdax, the outer-feet, Faala’s egg, and my eggshells. I couldn’t carry any more if I wanted to, and I couldn’t linger here searching. My rapier would be an asset, however it was nowhere to be seen, and while I liked it and missed holding it, it was just a blade. I had everything I valued in this world except my freedom. It was time to earn that.


  I moved to the door, listening intently. I could hear nothing on the other side. I pulled it open a crack, peeking out.


  The door led to a long corridor that stretched out to a bright light at the end. Windows adorned the stonework. Judging by the height I could crouch past them without being seen.


  I did so, the Khavi-feet almost touching the ground as I scurried along.


  The light seemed uncomfortably bright and without cover. I knew from experience human vision was a lot less sensitive than ours in the daylight. What was an exposed area to me would have been a patch of shadow in human eyes. I slipped between the less-bright bits, head down low, careful not to be seen.


  Careful and yet, curious about my surroundings. Against my better judgement, I risked a peek over the edge, squinting to see in the bright light. A large open-air courtyard sat surrounded by buildings, a rectangular open space full of green trees and thick grass.


  There were humans on the grass, surrounding a huge pile of wood, unloading it from some wheeled container. I ducked back down out of sight and continued on.


  The corridor passed many other doors and rooms, and then I came to a staircase going down. I feared they might lead into the courtyard, so I took them carefully. They exited the building on the other side, facing an iron fence and the stone walls of buildings. The rest of Northaven was beyond.


  All I had to do was get over the fence, and I would be free. It was ten feet tall, though, and consisted of vertical bars topped with spikes. I passed the Khavi-feet through the gaps in the bars, one by one, then tried to squeeze through. I could almost fit—almost. My head was just a little too wide.


  The bars were thick, too thick to melt through, and I’d exhausted my spells for the day anyway. A more mundane solution was probably my best chance. The metal was rough, rusted and easy to grip. I could probably climb it. I had to. I’d come this far.


  I stretched my limbs, then grabbed hold of the metal bars. My body had wasted away in Contremulus’s capture, but carrying my own weight was still easy. Kobolds were strong for their size, and I had grown up learning to be a warrior. Pain, discomfort, these things I had been trained to put aside to complete an objective. To survive.


  It was training I appreciated now. I shimmied up one of the bars, gripped with my thighs, and then pulled up a little more. We had done something similar in our classes, and at the time I had thought it completely irrelevant to real world experience. I berated my past self for her complaining.


  Never had ten feet seemed so high. Inch by inch I climbed. My weakened muscles ached. I was exposed here, clearly visible to anyone who might walk past on either side of the fence. Somehow I reached the top anyway.


  There I stopped. Sharp spikes presented a problem. They were as long as my leg, specifically designed to stop intruders from climbing over.


  Pulling up to eye level with the sharp row, I wiggled my hand in between two of the spikes, testing the edge. It unlikely to cut through my scales. The tip, however, would go straight through me.


  Groaning with the effort, I extended my arms until my chest was level with the little bits of metal, instruments of my doom should I make a mistake. I gingerly extended a leg over, careful to avoid the tip, and stayed there as I gained my strength back.


  I teetered uncertainly, then my weight shifted. My arm gave out, and I slipped, falling ten feet to the stone below, barely missing the outer-feet. After all I’d endured, the bruising from a fall seemed trivial. There was pain in my leg. I climbed to my feet, then looked down.


  The metal spike had sliced my thigh open, tearing off some of my scales and leaving a two-inch wound. I hadn’t even felt it.


  Blood spilt down my leg. I didn’t have time to treat it properly. I tore off some cloth at my sleeve and stuffed the dirty rag onto the wound, then tore off the other sleeve and wrapped it around my leg. Blood leaked out, and I was woozy. It was good enough. Doing a better job would have to wait.


  I was in a dirty alley between two buildings. Refuse and debris were all around me; the odour of putrefied waste stifled all other smells. The ground was dirty; the air was cold; the sky was too bright and uncomfortable, but I was free. 


  I picked up the outer-feet and checked Faala’s egg. It was intact.


  “Don’t worry, Vela,” I spoke into the outer-foot, keeping my voice low, “we’re going to be okay. We’re going to be fine.”


  Carefully, without turning the outer-feet upside down, I put them back around my neck and limped into the tiny alley. The floor was strewn with debris, shards of metal and glass. A human might have struggled with the junk that half filled this dirty hovel. I didn’t. I had lived underground my entire life; I knew how to move in cramped spaces and on unstable footing, even with my most recent wound.


  Passing between the buildings, I came across a busy street, brightly lit by the daytime sun. Far too bright for my tastes. I was terribly exposed here, hiding behind nothing. I was comforted by my experiences. Most surface races were all but blind compared to me. A tide of humans and the occasional member of another race passed by the alleyway. I dared not move from the shadows and mingle amongst them. A kobold would stand out. I had to have some way of disguising myself until I could leave this city.


  I had no idea how to do this. I knew nothing of the city, of its defences. I didn’t even know of any comparable human cities. All I knew was underground cities, which were often built vertically or within existing cave systems. This whole settlement was built on flat ground with no roof above it. Vrax had told me the surface was home to millions of humans; how many lived within this city’s walls? How big was it? I could barely imagine its size.


  As interested as I was in Northaven’s civic distribution, I cared more about getting out of it. Whatever I did, though, I would need some disguise. I scrounged around in the debris, digging and exploring as quietly as I could, looking for something to wear. Anything. I found some discarded piss-stained fabric and tried it on. A suitable fit, almost. It would not hide my legs. I laid it over my tail and continued to look. Another scrap of cloth. The smell became more foul the further down I dug, and I considered looking elsewhere.


  I found a severed hand, small enough to be a gnome’s or halfling’s. I looked it over; nothing of any value except a thin steel ring. I removed it, and the finger it was attached to broke off, leaking its juices onto my hand. I wiped them off on a pile of refuse.


  I had never seen a ring before. Adornments such as jewellery were almost unheard of in Atikala, a society that shunned owning things. The metal would be better used to make an arrowhead or a nail. To create something purely ornamental would be a treasonous waste.


   Still, I knew what they were, as some were magical and held great power. Power I could use. I needed to know what this thing was capable of.


  Words of arcane power flowed from my lips, as quiet as I could, and the colour drained out of the world into shades of grey, even my own scales.


  The ring, too. It had no power, no blue aura around it. It was just steel.


  I dismissed the spell and almost threw the ring away, then stopped. The owner, whoever he was, had died wearing it. It was clearly important to him, and I had little to gain from not keeping it. Perhaps it was valuable.


  I slipped it onto one of my fingers. It fit well, considering it was made for a creature of flesh instead of scales.


  Scales that needed hiding. I resumed my search.


  I found the owner of the hand. A halfling, cousins of the fey creatures. They were about the same size as a gnome and possessed the same methodical cruelness. They were more agile, less sturdy. They laughed less and killed more.


  Not this one, though. He had died buried in trash, minus a hand.


  I stripped the rotten, bloated corpse of his clothes. No weapons or armour, nor any possessions at all. Whoever killed this halfling had taken everything he owned but the clothes on his back. They would fit me, especially if I cut a hole in his pants for my tail. The disguise was far from perfect; my pilfered clothes were covered in ichor and the various fluids of a dead body. Soaked in the stuff, the linen was rotting away. The smell was intense, burning my nostrils. I doubted I could pass for anything other than a zombie.


  Voices. They were speaking a language I didn’t understand and getting closer, louder. I squeezed in beside the corpse, trying not to be seen, fighting the urge to gag.


  They moved away, and I let out a breath I didn’t realise I was holding. Fortune had smiled on me. Although as I extracted myself, I was now thoroughly covered in corpse juices. Soaked through to my scales.


  I dressed myself in the halfling’s clothes anyway. I was already filthy; there was nothing to be lost. I tried to stuff my tail into the pants, but it did not fit. I used my claws to make a hole and wrapped it around waist, then threw the large piece of fabric over it. I probably looked like some kind of stunted, patchwork monster, stitched together from corpses and cloth, but at least I didn’t look like a kobold. I tried as best I could to keep the corpse juice out of my wound, but it was hopeless. The inevitable infection was a problem for the future.


  The two buildings on either side of me might have something to hide the stench, or at least some cleaner clothes. One had a window over twice my height off the ground—out of reach. I was a creature of the underworld, however, and was used to climbing. The wall was coarse brickwork, and after the fence, I felt confident. I climbed up with my claws, ignored by the bustle of the crowd no less than thirty feet from the alleyway, until I was at the height of the window. I peeped inside.


  Three large tubs sat in the middle of a small cramped room, each capped with a wooden lid. My nose—barely able to catch the scent over the rot—could tell me little about what it was. Liquid, water perhaps, with something added. It smelt different than anything I’d known, bitter and rich. As long as it wasn’t harmful, I didn’t care.


  One of the tubs rested up against the wall with the window. I squirmed my way through with some difficulty, my tail getting snagged on the wooden frame. I untangled it, lowered the two outer-feet down to the ground, then dropped down into the tub.


  The lid broke as I landed on it, plunging me into a vat of golden fluid covered in a white, bubbly froth.


  I couldn’t swim.


  The fluid enveloped me, soaking my stolen clothes and dragging me down. My feet scrambled for the bottom, claws scratching into the wood, and I kicked off, bobbing back to the top again. My head broke the surface, and I gasped, inhaling, jamming my head up through the hole in the wood. I began to sink again, inhaling a mouthful of the strong tasting stuff. I grabbed hold of the broken edge of the barrel, breaking through the froth layer and pulling my head back to the air.


  I spluttered and coughed for an age, letting my lungs empty. Soon I felt better. I thought for certain I would be heard, however it seemed as though the tubs had nobody attending to them. I floated as I recovered, sloshing around with my feet. The terrible smelling corpse juice flowed away from me. The golden fluid was not so bad—I dipped my finger in it, sampling some more and finding it to my liking. I dunked my head back below the surface once again, letting the warm fluid sooth my throat, even though I could taste the lingering remnants of the halfling’s ichor, and even a hint of my own blood. It still tasted good.


  Soon I was vaguely lightheaded. Worried I was bleeding into the stuff, I pulled my leg closer to the surface. It was trickling golden blood, but it didn’t seem too bad. I drank more of the fluid. It seemed to dull the pain, just as it lightened my senses, and I began to enjoy the taste.


  The splinters of the broken wood began to hurt my claws, so I pried off the flimsy lid, lifting it just enough to see out of. There was nobody in sight. I paddled my feet, keeping afloat as I put the lid to one side. It slipped and fell between other barrels.


  The door swung open. I froze, keeping absolutely still. I could hear voices from beyond the door, and the bright light caused me to squint. Outlined in the glare was a human figure.


  Inhaling through my nostrils I sank down below the fluid. It stung my eyes as I looked up, praying the human’s destination would not be my barrel.


  Of course it was my barrel.


  I saw his vague outline in the light above. A large scoop plunged into the fluid, narrowly missing me, then retreated up. The human examined it, sniffing, and then recoiling. He could smell the corpse juices. He shouted something over his shoulder, the sound muffled and distorted this fluid covering my earholes.


  My lungs burned. I fought the instinct to surface. The lightheadedness intensified. The human shouted some more and responses filtered back from some others. The scoop was dropped back into the barrel, hitting my head. I panicked for a moment—surely he would notice—but his attention was focused on the voices behind him. I let the scoop slide down to the bottom.


  Air. I needed air! I silently prayed to any Gods who still lived.


  Go away, human. Go back to where you came from and let me breathe.


  The shadow above me disappeared. I waited as long as I could, then thrust my head above the water, inhaling as quietly as possible, remaining conscious through sheer force of effort.


  Soon the black spots retreated from my vision, and my breathing returned to normal. If another human entered, I would be undone. It didn’t happen.


  Still, I couldn’t stay here. To be discovered would be to die. The window was too high to reach. I would have to find another way out.


  I wiggled my way out of the barrel, struggling to pull myself over the lip. I overbalanced and fell, crashing heavily to the stone. I didn’t feel much pain. Instead I was brave. Confident. I was going to be okay.


  The door beckoned. My stolen clothes might have concealed me in the dark of a shaded alley. In a lit area I would need something more. One stack of barrels was covered in a thin blanket. I pulled it off, threw it over myself leaving a fold for me to see out of. Satisfied, I looped the outer-feet around my neck again, checking the egg was safe. It was. Then I made my way to the door.


  A lifetime of living underground gave me the skills to be quiet when I needed to be. I silently pushed the door open a crack, the yellow light from beyond stinging my eyes. It was some kind of communal food area, similar to the ones I and my fellows ate at in Atikala, just much smaller. Our food halls could seat a thousand kobolds. This one would be lucky to seat a hundred.


  With nothing more than my thin disguise and courage drawn from the strange amber liquid, I pushed open the door and began walking towards the exit.


  Nobody looked up. Nobody paid any kind of attention to me. They drank from their human-sized mugs, ate from human-sized plates. I kept my snout down low, hiding its protrusion, my tail wrapped snugly around my waist. With luck I would look something like a gnome.


  Something like.


  I reached the door. It had two handles, one at human hand height and one lower. I reached for the lower, and to my surprise, the whole lower half of the door swung open. Acting as naturally as I could, I stepped through the threshold, out into the street.


  Someone grabbed my arm, tightly. Instinctively I looked across and up, right into the eyes of a huge muscled human.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER V


  



  



  



  IT SPOKE—THE HUMAN SPOKE at me, curling back its upper lip, anger in its words. It knew what I was, and it knew I was not supposed to be here.


  The concept of guards, at least guards inside a city, eluded me. My people were collectivists; we raised our hatchlings communally, trained communally, ate and slept communally. We had a breeding system and a rigid, unbending approach to life. There were no thieves, because a thief would be an exception to the rules we all lived by, something almost unthinkable.


  I was one such exception. I was no thief, but I did have the sorcerer’s art. That made me part of the leader’s caste and granted me certain privileges. I could own things. Most eccentricities would be tolerated. I was encouraged, to a limited extent, to be curious and to think differently from my peers. Destructive deviancy however, such as thievery, was unthinkable and intolerable. 


  I held up my hand, trying to pull down the blanket again, a pathetic attempt to hide myself when my identity was already known; I waited for steel to be drawn and for me to be killed. I could not, in my weakened state, possibly outrun or outfight them. Spending almost all my magic to burn Jhora was a poor decision. I needed a spell now. I could use my flames to frighten them, and I could escape in the ensuring chaos.


  It turns out, sometimes, there are things more frightening than magic.


  The guard let me go, straightening his back. I dared to look up into his eyes again, and I saw they were focused on the ring. My claw had slipped out of the blanket, revealing the thin band of steel.


  “Me sorry,” he said in broken draconic. “Please go. No mean it.”


  Fortune smiled on me again. 


  “It’s quite okay,” I said, pulling the blanket back over my head. The guard’s initial reaction had told me I still needed my disguise. “I’ll be going now, thank you.”


  He stopped me, not with a rough hold on my arm, but with the tone of his voice. “Wait.”


  “Yes?”


  He struggled for the words, then reached up and fanned his nose. I knew I stank.


  “Sorry,” I said.


  “No. Is okay. Here.” He dipped two fingers into a pouch, pinching a handful of powder and touching my nose with it. The various smells around me—the strange drinkable fluid, the grime from the dead body, everything—evaporated. “There.”


  I wanted to thank him, but the language barrier was a problem. I thought about smiling, yet I had the faint niggling thought in the back of my mind that the kind of human who would ignore a kobold in his city was also the kind of human would not be appeased by smiling. So I just nodded. “Good.”


  “Go. Leave.”


  A suggestion I followed hastily. I walked away and became one with the crowd, keeping my eyes on my feet, the blanket tucked in closely around my body. I anticipated being seen. I thought someone so out of place as me, and so obviously so, would have no chance of passing unobserved through this hostile foreign city. I was wrong. Nobody looked at me. They went about their business completely ignorant of the kobold a mere feet away from them, bumping against them as the throng moved down the street, a pack of humans, orcs, dwarves, goblins, halflings and gnomes, packing the cobbled street end to end.


  They moved like water, and I was the leaf floating on top. I didn’t know where I was heading. I just walked and walked, occasionally daring to glance up to look around for anything that resembled a way out from this place.


  Then I saw it. Two massive spires, between them a wrought iron portcullis so tall its shadow covered the first two rows of houses. It was hard to see in the brightness, and it was closed. Still, it led out of the city. The tips of trees through the bars called to me, imploring me to reach them.


  I was so excited I almost ran. My feet felt lighter than they ever had; I was transfixed, focusing on the iron gate, the passage to my freedom. I walked against the flow of the crowd, tall humans almost stepping over me as I ploughed ahead, pushing and shoving.


  Then I pushed someone who would not move. 


  Strong hands grabbed me, pulling me to the side, into a side street between two buildings.


  “What are you doing here?” asked Dorydd, taking in my disguise with a sceptical, angry eye.


  “Contremulus let me out for a walk,” I said. “I needed air. He said it was okay. Don’t worry, I’ll go back.”


  “No. Nobody gets out. Ever.” Dorydd fixed her eyes on me, then let me go, stepping back and holding out her hand as one might to a hatchling. “Come quietly now, and we’ll have no fuss from you. If you don’t make a scene I won’t even tell him you got this far. I’ll say I found you in the courtyard.”


  I’d burned Jhora alive in Contremulus’s home. There was no way in the Hells he would not eventually find out it was me. Kurdax slid into my hand, and I levelled his tip at Dorydd. “No. I won’t go back to the cell.”


  Her hand remained outstretched. “Please,” she said, her tone soft but urging. “Just come with me.”


  I reached behind me for Kurdax. “I won’t go back. I won’t.”


  She gave me a moment more to reconsider, then right as I opened my mouth to protest, Dorydd exploded into motion. The dwarf moved faster than I had ever seen anyone move before, let alone someone with such short stocky legs. In the blink of an eye, she was within striking distance, both hands raised in a combat stance.


  I needed more than a dagger. I fell back to the sorcerer’s instinct—magic. I tried to cast, forcing one more burst of flame from my inner magical reserve. Fear gave me purpose. I spoke the arcane words, then a roaring wall of fire leapt towards Dorydd.


  She jumped right over it, over double her height, deftly avoiding the cone of flame. As she descended she snap kicked me in the forehead.


  I tumbled over backwards in the alley, the force of the strike wrenching my neck. I twisted, then rolled on the stone, Kurdax flying from my grasp. The outer-feet, the egg snuggled within, slid off my neck.


  I staggered to my feet just in time to have Dorydd punch me in my face three times in rapid succession, her fists a blur. At the third strike, my weakened jaw, not properly set, snapped anew.


  A flower of suffering blossomed all over my face. I screamed, a noise muted by my inability to move my jaw. Dorydd saw it; she hesitated, a look of compassion flooding her face. I could tell she had not intended to hurt me so.


  Agony. I sank down onto my knees, clutching my snout. Dorydd leapt towards me, wrapping her legs around my waist, crushing the air from my body. She was stronger than she looked. Much stronger. I struggled and kicked. Dorydd’s legs held me tight.



  “Be still, little one. Be still or you’ll hurt yourself more.”


  The will to fight drained out of me. I slumped into the floor, sobbing.


  Dorydd relaxed her grip enough to let me breathe. No more than that. “There you go.”


  “Kill me,” I implored, although the effort made my jaw burn.


  “No, little one, I won’t be killing you. Just be calm and I’ll let you up.”


  “Kill me,” I tried again, my maw in agony. I could not go back into the cell. There were many things I couldn’t do. I could not leave Khavi and Faala’s egg out in the open where it would die. I could not leave the outer-feet, the last pieces of Khavi I had, out to the elements. 


  It was selfish, but beyond all the other things, I couldn’t stand the cell anymore.


  “Please. Please.”


  Dorydd didn’t say anything. I could sense her palpable reluctance. I could also sense her sympathy.


  Her legs squeezed again, closing my chest, crushing the breath from my body. I welcomed the sensation; it stole my mind’s focus from my jaw, as my body dealt with its imminent suffocation.


  This was a mercy for me. I silently thanked Dorydd for it, thanked the dwarf I barely met, as she ended me.


  “Lady Duergirn?”



  Guards. Human voices. I felt Dorydd’s grip intensify and agony sprung up all over my body as my ribs creaked in protest. I understood, suddenly, what she had done; before she was trying to kill me slowly, painlessly, but now she had to do it quickly.


  Pain. A rib broke, the bone cracking through my skin, piecing my scales.


  Please hurry.


  “Lady Duergirn! Lady Duergirn, stop!”


  Chainmail-clad hands gripped Dorydd, trying to pry me out of her grip. I wanted to bite the hands, scratch the people trying to save me and take me back to the darkness. My limbs did not respond to my mind’s commands.


  I was close. So close.


  “Hells,” one of the humans groaned, “her legs are iron!”


  Just a few moments more and it would all be over.


  Someone drew steel, and I saw the flash of metal as it was pressed to her neck.


  “Let her go, my lady, or your life will be forfeit.”


  No!


  The grip around me relaxed and unwanted air filled my lungs. My hands clutched my snout as I tried to stop the flow, tried to block my nostrils as they betrayed me, filling my body with life.


  The humans grabbed the scruff of my rags, dragging me, down the street and away from the iron gates, my salvation. Dorydd was shouting, following the men, trying to talk to them. They didn’t listen. I felt myself grow lightheaded from pain, from loss of air, from the realisation I would indeed go back to the dark, back to the routine of torture and pain. Who knew what horrors Contremulus would have in store for me when he discovered what I had done to Jhora, to the guard in the prison.



  I silently cried out to all the dead Gods to take me. I kept begging, right as they dragged me into the jail, down into my cell, strapped me back to the wooden table and reattached my chains. I struggled with all I had. It was not enough.


  “Contremulus will deal with you when he returns,” a guard promised as he shut the door on the way out.


  They left me alone in the dark.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER VI


  



  



  



  I DON’T KNOW HOW LONG it was—long enough for the tears to dry on my face. Not enough to sleep. The doors to my cell opened again, and Contremulus stepped through, veiled as he usually was in the guise of a man.


  The light stung my eyes, as usual, and I recoiled away, waiting for the pain to begin. It didn’t.



  “Did your excursion through Northaven show you anything?”


  Contremulus always talked of trying to make me see something he did not, and while my exposure to the humans and their allies had proved to be educational, I still did not see any greater universal truth.


  What had I gained, though? I was still wearing my pilfered, modified clothes. Still wearing the steel ring. I had those. I had lost the outer-feet, the remains of Khavi. They were now laying in some dirty alley with their precious contents festering in filth. The egg’s fate was now out of my hands.


  I couldn’t talk. My jaw was swollen, bleeding and locked. I just glared at him and remained still.


  “I knew it wouldn’t,” Contremulus continued as if I had answered. He stepped into the room, cloak flowing behind him, and approached the table. “I knew because I understand your mind. You looked. You did not see.”


  Mindless, meaningless nonsense. The pain stopped me from saying anything, but I had words flying around in my head. Insults. Words of anger. Rebellion.


  I was feeling something other than fear. The true significance of this shift began to settle into my mind, slowly, insidiously. I had seen something out there, in the city. Clearly not what he expected though.


  I’d seen the world was much larger than this cell.


  Contremulus stood over me, watching me with an expression I could not place. A mixture of disappointment, anger, and curiosity. I stared right back at him, emboldened by my small self-discovery. Courage fed on courage.


  At that moment a strange calm came over me.



  I didn’t care what he did to me.


  “Perhaps,” he said, “it is time for me to help you.”


  Contremulus reached out, and with a firm snap, pulled the bonds on my left wrist right out of the table. He did the same to my feet, then my tail. I slid off the board, holding my shattered jaw, staring up at him.


  He picked me up, as though I weighed nothing, and then put me over his shoulder, carrying me like a sack.


  All I could see were his feet and the stone floor. We passed over the scorch mark, all that was left of the goblin, then the door opened and light flooded everything.


  Contremulus was not releasing me. I was smart enough to know that. 


  The stone gave way to the grass of the courtyard. Oil, smoke, and humans. A small crowd gathered, clustered around the large stake surrounded by tinder and buried into the ground. The crowd moved away reverently—or was it fearfully?—as Contremulus approached.


  He stepped onto the pile of wood. It was tall, as tall as I was, and I had never seen so much dead wood in one place before. In a human village outside of Ssarsdale, I had seen wood in a barn, wood in houses, wood in fences and on thatched roofs, but never piled like this. Never gathered in one place.


  Contremulus walked right to the top of the pile, and then he took me off his shoulder. He placed me against the stake, folding my arms behind my back, tying the chains of my shackles together. A flash of light from behind me, the feeling of warmth on my back, and the metal was fused.


  I was bound to a stake before a hundred onlookers.


  Dorydd broke free from the crowd, falling to one knee before the pile of wood. “My lord!”


  Contremulus turned to her. “Yes, Lady Duergirn of Thunderhelm?”


  “I ask for your mercy in this matter, my lord. For the kobold, on behalf of my clansmen.”


  I could only see his back. His posture suggested dissatisfaction.


  “How strange, Lady Duergirn, as my men reported you tried to crush her.”


  Dorydd’s face contorted as she struggled to find a lie fast enough. “My lord, it was a hasty action in the heat of the moment. I did not consider the idea you would want her back.” She looked at me, and I back at her. “She’s half dead. Wasted. Useless. Such a broken thing cannot have any value to you.”


  “You presume to know what I value.”


  Dorydd looked to him. “It is just a kobold—”


  “A kobold which is mine,” he said. “I own it. No other can touch it or decide its fate.” I was filled with a rush of power. Energy. I knew the words he was going to speak before he spoke them, and I found myself mouthing along. “I could crush it with my foot, but I choose not to. Its fate is tied to my will. Do you understand?”


  The words. The exact, same words I had said to Jedra regarding my eggshells, were now coming from Contremulus’s mouth.


  Kobolds had a racial memory. We knew things our ancestors had thought, said, experienced. This was different. Either it was a coincidence, or I had experienced something before it had happened.


  Prophecy was dead; everyone knew that. Yet, I could not shake the eerie feeling I had just witnessed something very powerful indeed.


  Dorydd tried again. “My Lord—”


  “Lady Duergirn,” Contremulus said, raising a hand, “step back.”


  His whole body began to glow. Smoke rose from his feet, the wood charring and retreating away from him, igniting.


  Dorydd retreated as the fire spread, forced back by the heat. The warmth spread up my legs, tickling my toes. While I could feel the flames licking at my scales, there was no pain. It was as comforting as it was disturbing.


  Contremulus slowly turned to face me, a glowing man on a rapidly growing fire. He knelt before me, his face level with mine.


  “Ren,” he said, touching his hand to my cheek. I winced and pulled away, the broken bone too painful. “Do you see?” I said nothing. His disappointment was clear. “I had hoped it would not come to this.”


  The flames built around us, soon up to my waist. I could hear Dorydd shouting in the background. One of the guards jabbed at her with a weapon; she hesitated, as though fearful, and then I saw her strike; laying one of Contremulus’s men out with a single punch, a flurry of movement as she tore into them, deflecting retributionary spears and fists with equal ease.


  She was trying to save me. Contremulus, however, did not seem to care. The flames rose to my chest, and the light grew so bright, so intense, I could not see beyond the wall of fire around me. I didn’t know how I could see at all. Daylight was blinding to me, and this light was greater than anything I’d ever seen.


  And yet I welcomed it, finding a strange, inner peace.


  Contremulus was as unharmed as I was. He reached for his belt to withdraw a dagger. Kurdax, my good friend; my only friend.


  “Do you know what it’s like to die?” he asked, slowly turning the blade over and over in his hand. I could hear him clearly, despite the roar of the fire.


  “Do you?” I said through clenched teeth.


  “I have seen death, on scales small and large. I have killed. I have murdered.” The knife twisted in his hand, a thin trail of smoke rising from Kurdax’s bone handle. “I was here for the great loss, when the Gods went silent, and I remember before. I knew the touch of the divine, and I experienced what happened when that touch was taken away.” He stared at me with an intensity I could not match. “The guiding force behind divine magic is faith. That feeling in your heart when you know something is true, no matter what your senses are telling you. The spells of the Gods had worked so reliably in the past, been so ever present that the common people could not imagine a world without it.


  “People relied on that magic. It grew their crops; it eased their pains; it healed their sick. So when the divine well ran dry the people’s crops withered, their pained suffered, and their sick died in their beds. The spells of the Gods had never failed them before, but knowing divine magic is powered by faith, the solution seemed obvious. The common folk convinced themselves if they just prayed harder, sacrificed more, then the magic would work again.”


  Contremulus’s voice hardened as the flames spread up my whole body, engulfing the pair of us. “And they did sacrifice. They burned incense. And when scented candles did not work, they burned oxen, cows, boars. And when those failed them, too, they burned each other. In Valamar the night sky was turned to day, lit by the funeral pyres of tens of thousands. The elves of Vaelani, too, and the Wasp-Men. The halflings. All over the entire planet, people burned, trying to bring the voices of the Gods back. Even a whisper was worth any pain.”


  Contremulus put Kurdax closer to me, the metal glowing from the heat. A mock execution, trying to break my will. He would cut me down, and then take me back to that dark cell. For a second, for the first time in my life, I welcomed the light. I treasured the glare of the fire all around me, knowing it could be the last time I would see it for some time.


  He thrust the blade deep into my chest.


  I stared at the smoking bone hilt. I could feel the edge cut within me, severing tendon, muscle and sinew. My back arched, jerking in shock. The wound was a deep. Right in my insides. This was further than Kurdax had ever cut before, further than Pewdt, further than anyone.


  Golden blood poured from the wound, hissing as it struck the fire. It did not evaporate, did not burn. It soaked into the wood, staining it the colour of my scales.


  Contremulus sliced through bone, opening my chest cavity. The flames roared all around me, a cocoon like my birth egg, as the blade cracked my sternum. His hands, his human hands unharmed by the conflagration all around us, pried my ribcage apart.


  The pain was overwhelming. He was tearing me to pieces. I shrieked, mindlessly babbling, as my body pleaded with me to just die and get the agony over with. Every second, every rip of my skin, was an exquisite agony. One a living creature was not supposed to endure.


  And then he tore out my heart.


  How I was awake to see this I could not understand. I knew what I was seeing. My beating heart, the same fleshy gold as the rest of my body, pulsating weakly in my father’s bloodsoaked human hands. He turned it over and over, showing me the core of my being, making me watch as its beat slowed before my eyes. There was only him, the heart, and the fire all around us.


  “Do you see?” He thrust the organ at me, the flames dancing all around, the crackling inferno all I could hear aside from his voice.


  Then, from only inches in front of my face, I could see what Contremulus was showing me.


  The heart had five chambers. Only dragon hearts had five chambers. He had torn a dragon’s heart out of my chest.


  “Do you see now?”


  The heart pumped its last and darkness claimed me, dragging me away to the silent realm of the dead.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER VII


  



  



  



  DARKNESS. THE SHROUD OF NOTHING fallen over my life. No sound, no smell, nothing but the vast hollow emptiness. A world not even black, a place where all was a void.


  Death was not as I would imagine it. I saw myself as an outsider, looking into the dark abyss, the empty maw of nothing that threatened to swallow me. I was powerless against it; it sucked me in, swallowed me whole, and I was gone. A speck of dust tossed into an infinite sea.


  Then there was the glow. Heat and flame. The faint sound of my heart, torn from my chest, beating again within me.


  I opened my eyes.


  Above me was the sky, the roof of the world blue and vivid and clear, seen through the haze of smoke that stung my nostrils and burned my eyes. It was not the white-grey of a wood smoke fire; it was stained orange. I was in a crater, a hole in the ground so hot the edges glowed. A heat haze made everything seem distant and unreal; the very air shimmered as though in protest, casting the world in an unreal pallor. I crawled to the edge, daring to peek over.


  Contremulus—his clothing charred ashes barely hanging from his unharmed human skin—stared at me with a contorted smile, unnaturally wide, the edges of his lips drawn almost to his ears. All around the ground was a scorched blackness, the rich green grass burned to cinders. The walls of his courtyard sagged, heat and the remnants of a powerful shockwave weakening them. Smoke poured from every window, heralds to the fires raging within. A terrible smell reached my nostrils as I breathed in.


  Burned flesh, still clinging to ruined skeletons, their backs arched and twisted. They had died fast, blown over and ignited by whatever calamity had destroyed this place. Not fast enough. I had not heard their screams. I was grateful for this at least.


  With a slow, deliberate motion I stood. Behind me two wings of pure fire burned, protruding from my shoulder blades. They beat without my guidance, flaming edges caressing the ground on the downbeat, each motion leaving glowing trails on the blackened rim of the crater.


  I had defied death once more.


  My chest had no wound. I was whole again, no sign of his mistreatment, no scars. My jaw felt aligned, proper, as though it had never been broken. My teeth were all in place. If it wasn’t for the soot and ash that coated my whole lower body I would have sworn it was all a dream.


  I had dreamt enough to know the difference between night terrors and the real world. The smell of this place was so rich, so pungent; it was beyond my mind’s ability to invent. Before setting eyes on it I could not even imagine such a thing. Contremulus and a winged kobold, the two living creatures who could not burn, surrounded by a field of charred skeletons.


  “Simply amazing,” said Contremulus, staring at me, somehow both vacant and triumphant. “You are more glorious than I could have hoped.”


  “Contremulus!” I stepped out of the crater. As my foot touched the ground, the blasted ground beneath glowed with red heat. The heat haze that distorted the world was coming from me, radiating from every scale. I glowing as molten metal, and although I could feel them, the flames did not pain me. I advanced on my father, claws outstretched, anger surging within me. “What did you do to me?”


  He laughed, eyes alternating between the fleshy severed heart he held in his hand and me. “What I did? This is all you, little one; you succeeded!” He held out the heart, a dead lump of my golden flesh. “See! See the power in you!”


  I snarled, baring my teeth, and the rage simmered and boiled within me. I had more spells I could use; I had my skills as a warrior, my teeth and claws and fists. I wanted to kill him. I wanted to make him pay for what he’d done, ten thousand times over, to tear his body to pieces and dismember him. I wanted to send him to the dark place I had so briefly visited. 


  I couldn’t.


  The heat shimmer around me faded away, and I sank more firmly onto the charred stone of the courtyard as my wings evaporated into smoke. Fear, that icy hand around my heart, stole the fire from me. Suddenly, Contremulus was so much larger, so much stronger, the power in his voice enough to crush me where I stood.


  I ran away from that field of ash and smoke, to the edge of the manor garden and to the twisted ruin of the gate I’d previously escaped through. The metal was half melted, bent and sagging to the ground. The city was before me, shouts and cries of alarm carried on the wind to my earholes.


  I climbed up onto the bowed steel and looked back to the courtyard at a naked Contremulus surrounded by death and fire. He looked so small, so bare and helpless. But fear and experience told me otherwise.


  “Well?” I said, holding onto the last shreds of my courage. “What now?”


  “Now you escape,” he called, a dark smile on his face, his voice amplified by some magical power.


  Some insane part of me wanted to fly back to him, just to deny him yet another command of his obeyed. I knew better. “You’re letting me go?”


  “I’m giving you some fresh air,” he said. “My work here is far more important than you are.”


  He was lying. He had always spoken the truth to me, and I knew this was different. For some reason unknown to me he did not wish to give chase. “I will run,” I said. “I will hide.”


  His words were full of certainty. “I know.”


  It was as simple as that. I know. He didn’t really think I was escaping; he was letting me go. Letting me run to the edges of the world, scurry into the deepest pit, cower in the darkest hole, climb to the tallest mountain. From what I had seen of him his resources were as infinite as my patience. Years, decades, centuries…eventually my power would be his once again.


  I still didn’t understand. He was a true dragon. His might was enough to do to the whole of Northaven what I had unwittingly done to his home. What matter was I?


  “Just remember,” he called as I stepped off the metal and into the city. “I am the fire that burns the world. I am Lord Death. You must take in your pain and burn it as fuel for our journey. In time, you will return to me, one way or the other.”


  Our journey. I had heard those words a hundred times since Contremulus had taken me prisoner, had cut my skin and tore into my body. The significance of that word was still not clear to me. As I stood in the wind and the smoke, hearing the humans of the city rushing to combat the fire, surrounded by smoke and death, I knew one thing.


  It was significant to him.


  With Contremulus’s powerful laughter ringing in my ears, and with the shouts of humans all around me rushing to the source of the rising column of smoke above Northaven, I ran as fast as I could towards the alley I had left the outer-feet in.


  In any kobold city they would have been long gone. Our people would have never tolerated leaving refuse in any part of the city, let alone something within smelling distance of the centre of town. The humans did not seem to share that value. Their streets were dirty, and their alleyways full of rubbish. This, and only this, might preserve what I had lost. I was glad, in a way, as gratitude for slovenly living was difficult for me to process.


  Memories of Dorydd choking the life from me gave me pause as I saw the familiar entrance to the narrow gap between the two buildings where she’d taken me. Praying to any Gods who would listen that they were still there, I poked my head into the alley.


  The outer-feet made from Khavi were there, dirty and half buried in refuse, just as I had left them. I scampered over and checked inside. The unhatched egg was still warmer than air. Colder than it should have been. I rubbed my hands together furiously and then cupped the egg, letting the warmth flow into it.


  “There we are, little one,” I said, unable to keep the elation out of my voice. “I came back. I didn’t think I could, but I did. Don’t worry, we’re nearly free.”


  The main gate out of the city was nearby, and through it was freedom. I wanted to avoid the main street, but I didn’t know how. I thought about searching for another way out, or possibly even climbing the city’s sheer, steep walls. Panic made me take the risk. Steeling myself, I stepped out into the tide of people that was the centre of town.


  None stopped me. Few even saw me. Even though I made no effort to disguise myself, my small size was to my benefit; I moved with my head at a human’s waist height, moving against the crowd, a pebble in the river of people jostling to see the fire. Humans were always so curious.


  The crowd would protect me only for so long. The closer I got to the main gate of the city, the thinner the crowd became, and the more likely I would be spotted. The portcullis was closed the last time I had seen it. I had to think of a plan.


  Sometimes, though, you get a little bit of luck.


  The portcullis was open to allow a brigade of women and men entry, their faces covered in wet cloths. Some had their hands full of buckets, others moved thick blankets in pairs, creating thick walls of fabric. There must have been a hundred of them returning from some nearby water source, stretching all the way to the tree line. I could scarcely believe what I was seeing.


  Such an opportunity could not be ignored. Trying not to attract attention, I walked as fast as I dared, keeping my head down as I approached them from the side. I slipped in between two blanket bearers, my head bent low, almost at a crawl. Feet stomped all around me, and it took all of my concentration to avoid being stepped on. The portcullis passed overhead, and within moments the beaten earth below my feet became trodden grass.


  Someone kicked me. I bit down on my lip to avoid crying out and nearly fell. Stumbling, I grabbed hold of the blanket, instinctively tugging. Its two bearers nearly fell, and for a moment, I was almost undone.


  Their great human strength carried them through. They seemed to barely notice. Someone stood on my fingers, and another planted their boot on my back. Those were by far the least of my concerns.


  There were no more firefighters. I was lying face down, completely exposed, in open grasslands. I expected a crossbow quarrel any second for my trouble. As the moments passed by nothing happened. I lay there motionless. My instincts screamed; I was in full view of the city’s walls and the guards whose helmed heads I could clearly see above the battlements. They did not kill me. No alarm was raised. Faint chatter, easy and relaxed, reached my earholes; the guards discussed the nocturnal activities of something called a prostitute with nonchalance.


  I had forgotten how poorly humans saw in the moonlight. To my eyes, I was a bright golden speck on a green field, easily identifiable. To them I was a dark stain on a field of dark stains. For now I was hidden as long as I stayed still. The eyes of men were drawn to movement.


  The tree line seemed so far away. I looked at it with longing. I could not remain here forever—the sun would come and reveal me—but to move would be to die.


  So I crawled. Inch by inch, like a worm through rotten flesh, I used my elbows, knees, and tail to painfully creep through the grass. The glow behind me receded as the fire was contained. The moon moved across the sky.


  Fear returned, with all its dark, irrational thoughts. Fire had been my distraction. Now it was contained. Soon they would be after me.


  The tree line was only forty feet away. Not so far. I might be able to get there before they noticed. Their sentries would not be so alert.


  I had no magic that would help me. My magical darts could strike the guards even at this range, but to kill them would stoke their wrath. It would make it personal. I assumed Contremulus could order them to chase me. I had no idea how much of the city was at his command or how loyal they were to his causes, however if I killed one of their own, the fire in their blood would be fed. They would pursue me with renewed vigour.


  Humans, just as much as any other race, took revenge seriously.


  Another voice joined the first two, alarmed and authoritative. This one was not discussing trivialities. I knew—somehow, deep in my gut—exactly what they were talking about.


  Hiding would no longer save me. I made my break, leaping to my feet, racing towards the tree line that would be my salvation. I kept my body hunched, trying to minimise the potential target I presented.


  A shout of alarm preceded a human-sized arrow, its shaft wrapped in burning cloth, which skipped off the ground near me. Such a wide shot was poor marksmanship. However, as the flames illuminated a long shadow that reached out like a finger pointing to me in the dark, I knew the subsequent arrows would be much closer to their marks.


  Twenty feet. I couldn’t make it, not with the light at my back. I couldn’t hide. The light was killing me.


  So I did the one thing the humans would not expect; I changed course, back the way I’d come.


  Their volley missed. I could hear the shafts whistling past, hitting dirt and trees. Not my flesh. I ran straight towards the flaming arrow and leapt upon it, smothering the fire with my chest. Without missing a beat, I rolled away, avoiding another volley.


  Now they were shooting blind. I did not fool myself into thinking they had just one fire arrow. My unexpected manoeuvre had given me time. I ran directly for the trees, expecting to die at any moment. Their shots went wide.


  The trees closed in around me, shielding me from the quarrels. Their thick bodies were not enough to ward away my fear.


  I kept running, the two outer-feet pressed against my chest as I tried to put as much distance between me and Northaven as possible.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER VIII


  



  



  



  I RAN.


  FEAR BIRTHED BY pain was my fuel, just as Contremulus had said. I had no supplies, no idea where I was, or where I was going. I simply put that wretched city to my back and made the best speed possible, hoping to lose anyone who might be hunting me. I avoided roads and paths; the thickest trees would give me cover from hunting parties and flying dragons alike. As the sun came up, blinding me with its fire, I saw neither of those.


  The sky flame burned my eyes, slowing my progress. My eyes watered from the constant squinting. My mouth was dry. I needed to drink.


  Dorydd had mentioned Northaven was built on a river. I let my nose guide me. It led me nowhere. Everything on the surface smelt different than the underworld, and although I’d been here for so many days, I’d spent almost all of them cooped up in a cell. This was different. This was the wild.


  As the sun climbed higher and the shadows it cast grew narrower, I used a different sense. I was not the only creature that would need to drink. Kneeling in the shade of a tree, I kept my body as completely still as I could and listened.


  I could hear some kind of high-pitched animal noise in the distance. They would be near the water.


  West. The water was west, back the way I’d come, and away from what was left of Atikala to the southeast. Kobolds had a natural ability to sense the direction of their birthplace and to determine their altitude. Atikala called to me, urging me to return. My reason knew there was nowhere for me to return to. I tried to put those thoughts out of my mind; I needed to survive, first, before I could think of what had been.


  West would be a risk. My instincts screamed at me to keep moving away from Northaven at best speed. My tongue protested and won. I needed water.


  “What do you think?” I asked, peeking into the outer-foot dangling from my neck. The egg was still nestled safely within. “Water, or keep trying to escape? Maybe the humans won’t expect me to double back. Just like with the arrows.”


  It didn’t answer. The words made my lips crack. Water was definitely the answer. I reluctantly turned west, walking until my ears could hear the bubbling of flowing water.


  I wasn’t sure what to expect. Water in the underworld was scarce, usually found in stagnant pools or slow flowing underground rivers, jealously guarded. If there was a water source, there was invariably a settlement nearby, typically of the maximum possible size said water would support. Would I have to fight? I had no spells; my mind was a fog, its energy utterly exhausted by whatever I had done to Contremulus’s estate. I had no weapons. Perhaps they would be frightened of what I was, or perhaps the water would be fouled, and I would have wasted my time.


  The stream, though, was fresh, clean and pure. And unattended.


  I plunged my face into the water. It was cold. I drank eagerly despite the chill, gulping down mouthful after mouthful. I filled my belly, careful not to bloat myself. I could spare some rest.


  Kobolds were born knowing how to speak. Sometimes we remembered conversations we had in our eggs, albeit vaguely. I remembered my fiery rebirth in Atikala’s furnaces vividly, replaying it over and over in my dreams.


  I stopped and removed the egg from the outer-foot. I sat down by the side of the road, out of sight, cradling it in my arms.


  “Good afternoon, Vela.” That was what I had called it. A placeholder name, female, as good as any. “It’s nice here, isn’t it?”


  The egg didn’t answer.


  “We haven’t been properly introduced.” I gave the egg a little bounce. “I’m Ren of Atikala. You’re Khavi’s child. Kha-vi; you pronounce the first bit in your throat. He was a strong, brave, tough kobold.” I tried to keep the flood of my emotions under control. “He’s gone now, though, and now it’s just us. You and me.”


  Through the egg’s shell I could somehow sense the tiny, underdeveloped kobold within. “We came a long way, he and I. From Atikala. That, too, is gone. Your father was a brave kobold. He defeated many enemies, and—” My composure cracked. “And I felt for him.”


  The notion of it shook me. It was the first time I’d admitted such, and it made me feel profoundly idiotic. Not because I hadn’t confessed such notions to him while he was alive, or that I was doing it to his unhatched child, but because I wasn’t even sure if it was true.


  Kobolds do not mate for love, and indeed have no real notion of it. Reproduction is a carefully planned act of civic duty, scheduled and planned and rostered. It was not a place where emotions had any say in the matter. Some part of me had always suspected, deep inside, that I had feelings different from my kind. It was only when a dragon named Tyermumtican explained the concept to me that I began to understand.


  Began. Even at that moment I didn’t truly grasp what it meant. I snorted with quiet laughter, a mixture of self-deprecation and morbid appreciation for how I was feeling. Claiming to love when I’d only known of the concept for a matter of months, and for someone who gave no indication he returned those feelings. I had seen his head fly from his shoulders with my own eyes. I was holding a part of his corpse.


  “Stupid,” I said to myself. “Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid.”


  It took me a second to compose myself. “Not you,” I said down to the egg. “It’s…complicated. It’s not you. Ever. Never think that.”


  I suddenly felt foolish. I was talking to an egg when I should have been thinking of more important matters. I had a lot of walking to do today, and despite the cool temperature, the refreshing drink and the pleasant surroundings, I knew I would be found if I remained here.


  “You didn’t get far,” said a voice.


  I almost fell into the water.


  Dorydd, carrying several bags stuffed full of supplies along with a backpack, stood on the other side of the water, staring at me with cautious eyes. She had her hands by her sides, relaxed and empty. That didn’t fool me. I knew that her whole body was a weapon. A thick roll of cloth was strapped to the top of her backpack; it was oddly shaped, round and with a protruding bit. A disassembled table, perhaps. 


  She had defeated me easily in the past but made no move to do so again. I stared back at her, trying to discern her motives, and I subtly slid the egg back into the outer-foot.


  “At least you sound happy,” she said.


  “Are you here to take me back to Contremulus?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even.


  Dorydd inclined her head. “Do you want to go back?” She knew the answer.


  “If I never see Northaven again it will be too soon.”


  “Then,” said Dorydd, shrugging off one of her bags and handing it to me, “you will need this.”


  It wasn’t a bag. It was dirty, brown, and a little worn around the edges. It was of kobold manufacture. I recognised it.


  My haversack, my shirt of chainmail wrapped around the middle. Could it really be? Was it really the same pack I had carried so far, seemingly a lifetime ago?


  “How did you find that?” I asked, stepping into the water and sloshing across to the other side. I picked up the strap, testing the weight. It was just as I had last seen it, taken from me after Vrax of Ssarsdale had betrayed Khavi and I. It probably had all our supplies, too. I unwrapped the chainmail, and then spent a moment wiggling into its familiar embrace.


  My fingers found a small hole in the top, just above the buckle, and I traced over it, swimming in memories. When Khavi and I had first come to the surface, we had walked from an area in the underworld lit by glowing crystals through a tunnel that was not. It was a dark curtain over the world, and I had discovered that Khavi feared the dark. When my light spell had expired, he had panicked, thrusting wildly with his spear. He’d struck my backpack.



  It really was mine. “I never, ever, expected to see this thing ever again. How did you get this?”


  “When Contremulus takes prisoners he has their possessions sold. There’s not much of a market for a damaged backpack sized for a kobold. He left it in the supply room. There were two, and I wasn’t sure which one was yours, so I hope it’ll do.”


  Two. The other would have been Khavi’s.


  “It’s perfect,” I said, not without bitterness. I couldn’t shake the mental image of Khavi’s backpack sitting in Contremulus’s basement being pawed over for valuables by his cronies.


  Dorydd reached up to her backpack, to the bundle of cloth atop it, unstrapping it and laying it out on the grass. She unfolded the fabric, revealing something else. “I took these from the armoury. I figured they were yours by the size, unless Contremulus fancied himself taking up sewing.”


  My buckler and my rapier, still in its sheath. My breath caught in my throat. The buckler was made in Atikala—one of the few things I had left of that city—and the rapier had been taken from the lair of Six-Legs, a massive fiendish spider who spoke in rhymes.


  I’d gotten so used to losing everything I treasured that the idea of once again holding something I’d lost was as unexpected as Dorydd’s actions. Unless this was some kind of mocking joke, the dwarven lady was being kind to me, giving me weapons.


  Weapons. “You realise this is a sword, yes?”


  She seemed perplexed. “If you can call such a thin, pointy thing a sword. I’m a dwarf. I’ve seen the forges of the Thunderhelms. That thing? I’ve seen hairpins bigger.”


  I ignored the slight. She probably didn’t mean it. “Why are you giving it to me?”


  “Because you’ll need it to protect yourself where we’re going.”


  I narrowed my eyes. “We?”


  “If you would have me, I would be honoured to accompany you.”


  “A few days ago you were choking me to death. A few days before that, you were keeping me alive so Contremulus could torture me.” I tried to keep the scepticism out of my voice, but it seeped into the cracks. “Why the sudden change of heart?”


  “Do you really need to ask why, after what happened back in Northaven?” Dorydd’s incredulity seemed genuine. “After what you did?”


  “What happened?” I asked, fearful of her response. “What did I do?”


  She stared. “You don’t know?”


  “I don’t remember. All I remember is the pyre, and the knife, and Contremulus…” The memory was difficult, and it took me a few times to say it. “Ripping out my heart.”


  Dorydd hesitated, sizing me up, then nodded. “After he killed you, a wave of heat blew out from your body. There was a sound, so deep and guttural I thought it had to be from Contremulus. It filled my ears like summer thunder. The whole city must have heard it. Your bonds—dwarven-forged tempered steel, might I add—melted and turned to steam before my eyes. A wall of flame grew out from your body, becoming a curtain of death sweeping out to the onlookers, turning everything it touched to ash. Hotter than anything I’ve ever heard of, and dwarves have the hottest furnaces of all.”


  I had seen her amongst the people who had died. The heat must have burned her too. Contremulus could not be harmed by fire. As far as I knew Dorydd was just a dwarf. A skilled, agile, tough dwarf, but her skin would burn just like anyone’s. “How did you survive?”


  “I don’t know.” Her voice wavered. She was telling me a story she didn’t understand. “The flame passed over me. I thought myself surely burned. Not so. Not even a hair was singed. I know of nothing that could have saved me except you.”


  “Me? I caused the fire,” I said. “I think I must have.”


  “You think?”


  “I didn’t do it deliberately.” I felt as though I was back in the underworld, with Khavi asking me probing questions about my lineage. “It wasn’t something I could control.”


  “Then it’s a mystery,” said Dorydd, although I could not shake the sneaking suspicion that in her mind the matter had been settled. “I’m here, now, anyway.”


  “And you still haven’t explained why you want to follow me. You don’t even know where I’m going yet.”


  “It doesn’t matter.” Dorydd shrugged. “Dwarves value gold, lady kobold, and we pride ourselves on our loyalty. However, when faced with such raw power—power enough to impress the Sunscale—well.” She smiled. “I think you are destined for great things, Lady Ren.”


  I did not think so. I almost said as much, however, if I offended Dorydd she might decide to drag me back to Contremulus. A few mistruths spoken by me was preferable to that fate. “We shall see.”


  She seemed pleased, clapping her hands together. “Very well. So, Lady Ren, where are we headed?”


  “Just Ren is fine,” I said, uncomfortable with titles. I plucked my rapier out of the grass, strapping it around my hip. It felt snug and comfortable, although the sensation evoked more memories. I choked them down. “And I’m not sure. The entrance to the underworld, to Atikala, is to the southeast. Contremulus captured me there. I think he’ll expect me to head that way.”


  “You plan to avoid the south then?”


  “No.” I knew this as much as I knew anything. By my side, I could almost hear Kurdax whispering to me. Go back to Ssarsdale. Kill those who tried to murder you. Knives didn’t talk, of course, but that didn’t stop me from touching his hilt to quieten the voice.  “We head east. We’ll find a way. What other option do we have?”


  “Ocean surrounds us on all sides, unfortunately. Oceans and ice. Swing southwest, however, and we’ll come to a narrow passage that leads to the mountains. Beyond that is the Kaletai Desert and the mainland. A hot land with little water, yet manageable if you know the way. Further south is Everwatch.” Her face grew stiff. “Terrible place. I’d avoid it if we can.”


  “Why? Another human city like Northaven?”


  “Similar, in some ways, and yet very different in others. It has another name, but nobody can pronounce it. The Wasp-Men live there. They’re slavers. Horrid bugs. Take anyone who comes near them, makes them property. They’re not savages—they have all kinds of rules about it, and they’re quite open for talking if you approach them in the right way—however their economy is based on slavery, so they tend to view travellers as potential income rather than visitors.”


  Slavery had always seemed odd to me. Kobolds almost never took prisoners, and such arrangements were invariably to extract information, as bargaining chips, or playthings to be slowly killed for our amusement. I had known a gnome, a prisoner of Khavi and I, and she would have made a terrible worker. She slept far too much, ate and drank more than the two of us put together, and required constant supervision.


  Ultimately, though, the true reason was economics. Efficient, willing labour was something my people had in ample supply. We had no need for slaves. 


  “I’m surprised such a place hasn’t been razed to the ground.”


  Dorydd snorted dismissively. “It’s not like nobody’s tried over the years. Everwatch is the last bastion of the Wasp-Men on this continent. That place is their homeland—they used to own the whole continent until the elves, Thunderhelm dwarves, and humans drove them off it. Now all they have is Everwatch and their unmapped territories across the sea, just to the south of Valamar, across the channel.


  “The Wasp-Men won’t bother us if we steer clear of their lands. We can head further west to avoid Everwatch, through more mountains, then south past the Neck of the World. If we keep the Grey Sea on our left, we’ll come to the elven kingdom of Vaelani. The elves at Moonshadow Keep will give us a fine welcome, if a little cold, then south to Freelands—more humans I fear. Fortunately these ones are different, and then south to the Thunderhelm lands.” Dorydd’s smile was almost as wide as her ears. “Irondarrow Keep is not much for comfort, friend, but you’ll find no safer fortress in the whole of Drathari. Defended by ten thousand dwarven warriors, wizards and druids. No army has ever breached our walls.”


  Dorydd had made bold claims. However, armies were not my concern. “Could Contremulus?”


  The happiness faded from Dorydd’s face. “Let us hope it does not come to that, shall we?”


  I nodded my agreement. “Let’s.”


  She shouldered her pack again, turning to the east, then regarded me. “Who were you talking to when I arrived?”


  I did not fully trust Dorydd yet, but perhaps a show of faith would be a good start. I showed her the outer-foot and the egg within.


  “I didn’t know you were with child,” she said, her tone soft as she stared at it. Regretful.


  “It’s not mine,” I said. “It’s Faala and Khavi’s.”


  “You have other friends? More kobolds?”



  “They’re all dead.” I was blunt. “Faala was killed by Pewdt, and Khavi by Contremulus’s little pet when I was captured.” I couldn’t keep a little savage triumph from my voice. “I burned her down to her boots.”


  “Ah.” The edges of Dorydd’s lips turned down. “I am glad Jhora is dead. A pity you could not finish Pewdt as well…worm of a gnome, disgrace to the name. No doubt he hunts you even as we speak.”


  I had fought the gnome Pewdt before, and his skill far outstripped my own. He’d taunted us, teased us, and escaped Khavi and I. He had killed Faala and crushed Jedra’s egg before her eyes and then drove a dagger into her. I had named that egg Oreala. 


  Vela, miraculously, had survived the fate of its half-sibling. I intended for this trend to continue.


  “East,” I said, hoisting my haversack onto my shoulders for the first time in what seemed like an elf’s lifetime. “To the fallen star, and Ssarsdale beyond.”


  “Ssarsdale?”


  “A kobold settlement,” I said, once again feeling Kurdax’s hilt. “I have unfinished business there.”


  Dorydd regarded my hand with curious hesitation. “East,” she echoed. “I will walk you as close as I can.”


  “Done,” I said. Dorydd turned, then began to walk.


  I carefully dragged a claw over Kurdax’s pommel.


  Kill.


  Her back was to me. I had a choice. Did I trust her? Could I trust her?


  For now.


  We set out. That first day we made good time. We headed east, towards the teeth of the world. I didn’t know what they were called, and I didn’t dare ask Dorydd. They were a series of mountains with sharp peaks. We could see the tips above the trees. The entrance to the underworld was there.


  On the way, Dorydd instructed me on how Contremulus would hunt us, with packs of creatures called dogs and small groups of soldiers. She taught me how to evade them by walking through the river, letting the water wash away our tracks and our scent. I was sceptical of her methods, but they seemed to work. We walked all day without seeing any sign of pursuit. The sun burned my eyes, and I walked with my head down until night fell.


  Sleep would come later. Walking during the day was painful; we would have to move mostly at night. Even still, the moonlight was too much for me. We pushed on, trying to put as much distance between us and Northaven as we could, trying to decide how long we would march before we had to rest.


  As the moon rose and we crested a rise free of trees, Dorydd stopped walking, her eyes fixed on the east. I lifted my head and looked where she looked, saw what she saw, and my heart sank into my feet.


  A wall of lights, stretching as far as I could see in both directions, blocking our way.


  Dorydd had been right. Contremulus and his men had made east.


  “Where to now?” she asked. 


  Too many of them to break through. Too many to sneak past. Too many.


  “South,” I said. “We’ll find another way to Ssarsdale.”


  “There are no paths to the south.”


  “It’s the only way left,” I snapped.


  Dorydd took my anger with calm stoicism. “We may be able to charter a ship from Eastwatch. It is landlocked, but they have a harbour a day’s march from the city.”


  “Fine,” I said, and without waiting, I turned and began to march.


  We didn’t relent. I was afraid my new companion would slow me down despite her size but Dorydd was stronger than No-Kill and much more hardy—she sang quiet dwarven songs to keep up her pace, barely louder than a whisper. She possessed a beautiful singing voice that lifted my spirits. I suspected she could do a lot more; I imagined her voice booming and echoing in the woodlands around us, but it did not. I stepped two steps for each one of hers, so found that our pace was steady, even, and we made good time. When night fell I was exhausted. I barely had the strength to unfurl my bedroll and curl up within it. Perhaps it was me who could not keep up.


  Yet despite the aches and pains of my muscles, I could not sleep. I was haunted by the ghosts of those who’d died around me.


  The greatest of them was Khavi.


  When Contremulus had caught us in the caves outside Ssarsdale, he had intended to take just one kobold back to Northaven to be interrogated. He had initially chosen Khavi. When he discovered that I was his child he took me instead.


  My dear friend Khavi, who I had grown up beside, fought beside, and loved, died because of who I was. All my life I had wanted to know who I was and that knowledge had cost me my only friend.


  The night grew colder and colder, a strange phenomenon for one accustomed to living in the unchanging seasonless underworld. I shivered for warmth inside the bedroll, my arms cradling the egg to keep it alive, and I tried my best to keep my sobbing quiet enough that Dorydd would not hear.


  Eventually I calmed myself. Khavi would not have me crying, helpless in the bright of the moon’s glow. With Contremulus’s men evaded for now, the egg safe, and my wounds healed I had only one problem left.


  Time to deal with that problem. I reached for my waterskin and drank and drank and drank. I deliberately consumed too much, filling my belly until it hurt. I wasn’t thirsty, but I kept going.


  Finally, the skin half empty, I could hold no more.


  “Good night, Dorydd.” I said to the dwarf.


  “Good night, Ren.”


  I wiggled into my bedroll, clutched Kurdax close to my chest, and fought to keep the excitement out of my mind.


  Eventually I drifted off into a haunted, frightened, fitful sleep. I woke up several hours later, the urge to expel the water I had consumed pulling me out of sleep.


  Silently, I slid my fingers around Kurdax’s handle, running a claw along the bone. Dorydd snored gently. It was time.


  She would not expect me.


  I pulled back the covers and carefully stood, swinging my tail out for balance. I crept over to her, Kurdax held in both hands, ready to kill.


  No mercy for monsters.


  She looked like No-Kill. Peaceful. Content. We should all wish to die this way, quietly and without pain. Innumerable souls under Contremulus’s manor in Northaven would have given anything for such a release. Begged for it.


  What difference would it make? We were all dead in the end, decomposing, rotting matter that had not yet begun to stink. If Dorydd was as kind and good as she seemed, her reward would be given to her in the afterlife. If she wasn’t, she would kill me in turn. How much water had she drunk exactly? Would the survivor be determined by which of us had the stronger bladder?


  Do it.


  In a way, I was helping her. She should be grateful. Her death would free me; I could hide better without her.


  Khavi had done it to No-Kill. He had killed her. Why couldn’t I?


  Why indeed.


  Kill her.


  It made every bit of sense in the world, but no matter how many times I repeated every single argument I could think of, my hand trembled but would not drop. The dagger remained high no matter how much I implored it to.


  I couldn’t do it.


  So I wandered away from our camp, relieved myself, and then crawled back into my bed, and waited for her to do the same to me, waited for the coward’s death, a dagger in the dark, an ignoble end.


  I slept. And for the first time since Khavi’s death, I dreamed of fire.


  





  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  ACT II


  



  



  



  Days of Small Joys and Great Sadnesses


  



  I DO NOT SHARE MY dreams. I will share all other details of my life, from the significant to the inconsequential, but I do not allow anyone to ask me of the details of my dreams. I am happy to discuss the vagaries of what I see in my mind’s eye, however the specifics of the visions I receive at night are secrets I keep for myself.


  Fortunately, neither do I share my nightmares.


  They come less often to me, the night terrors, than they used to. I confess that for years after Atikala’s destruction I rarely slept an easy night. Unsurprising, given that my path to the surface was paved with bodies mortared with blood. By the time I first set foot on the surface, I’d taken a dozen lives. By the time I came to be in Contremulus’s “care,” I had doubled that number, adding the humans I killed in the tunnels outside Ssarsdale.


  I did not think anything of these deaths at the time, but already that insidious worm, my conscience, nibbled at me from the inside. The women and men I had killed had families. Loved ones. A life full of experiences, and so much more yet to come, that I had snuffed out.


  I rarely see their faces. I do not need to; I know who they are. I remember the dead in other ways. The smell of their rotting flesh. The crackle of flames as they were consumed by my magic. The grind of steel on bone as I spilt their blood.


  More than anything I remember the blood.


  Insane as it may sound, I welcome the nightmares. Although the humans were my enemies and would have slain me if given the opportunity, to forget them is to demean them. I think of those who died by my hand as more than simply monsters I killed. I think of them as people. 


  It is good that I feel for them. It reminds me that I still have a soul.


  This line of thought seems rarer than it should be. Sentient races think little of those who do not survive war, even their own kind. Most races have some kind of memorial services to honour the fallen, and if someone has a personal connection to one of the dead we may speak their name. However, the specifics of the fallen are no part of our daily lives. The humans I killed are irrelevant to me now. No ghosts have chased me down. Their steel can no longer hurt me.


  The only thing that stalks me is my conscience. The same force that compels me to remember them, as I myself wish to be remembered when I pass.


  My musings of late have been particularly grim, of death and pain and loss. These are the feelings that this fragment of my life conjure within me, even after so many years, and the emotions are as fresh and vivid as they ever were. Fortunately there is joy in this part of my life too.


  We shall see some of the joy soon, and my heart warms at the very thought of it, but we are not past pain and suffering yet.


  Nor will we be for some time.


  



  — Ren of Atikala




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER IX


  



  



  



  MY DREAMS WERE FULL OF smoke and hot coals, but they were just dreams. Figments conjured in my mind that did not exist.


  I woke up to a glow that was all too real.


  The light was on my face. Memories screamed in my mind. Once, when I slept, Khavi had burned a map we needed, a decision that had almost killed us both. I threw back the bedroll and leapt to my feet, claws outstretched, determined to face whatever threat presented itself. I accidentally knocked over the Khavi-boot. The egg rolled out and away, spinning a few times before stopping against a patch of grass. I snatched it up, carefully putting it back in the boot.


  Dorydd was cooking food in a flat pan as the sun’s terrible heat started to burn away at the edge of the sky. And my face.


  It was only the sun. I had to remind myself I was no longer in the comparatively lightless underworld.


  “Breakfast?” Dorydd offered, gesturing to the pan. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”


  There was something in her tone. A deliberate kindness. She didn’t panic or become angry that I had overreacted to nothing. She just sat there, holding the pan full of sizzling meat.


  The pan hissed and popped, but there was no flame below it; rather, the pan’s surface seemed to generate its own heat. Dorydd used a flat metal tool to flip the meat over. The process was fascinating. I’d never seen food prepared before; kobolds on patrol were issued rations, and creating the morning and evening meals was the job of the feeders. Warriors, or leaders as I might have become, were not taught such things.


  “What’s breakfast?”


  “A morning meal.” Dorydd gestured to the pan. “Bacon, sausages, buttered bread. Rich, hearty food to feed marching stomachs.”


  I tested the cooked food with my nose and found it to be to my liking. Curious now, for I had not expected this, I looked at what else Dorydd had brought with her. Most of it I didn’t recognise, but some looked familiar. A pouch full of dried strips of meat. A sack of some kind of white powder. A round yellow disk of something I presumed to be edible, or some form of strange shield. Various dried plants and seeds. Some other things.


  The most striking thing she carried were the many gourds of water. Kobolds would never consider taking this much, but I remembered how No-Kill had drunk so eagerly. Dwarves were cousins to gnomes; their biology was similar.


  “Why did you bring so much?” I asked. “How many months do you think we will be without resupply? All Khavi and I had for a patrol in the underworld were strips of meat, and we only carried a flask each. We refilled it no more than ten times during the month we travelled to Ssarsdale.”


  Dorydd nodded understandingly. “My people, too, often live under the earth, but at much shallower depths than wyrmkin such as yourself. We rarely venture too deeply because of these logistical issues. There’s no water, precious little light, and the corridors are full of traps and wards. Monster attacks are a constant threat.” She smiled reassuringly. “No offence.”


  “None taken,” I said, sitting opposite her. “We think much the same. For kobolds, the surface is a distant, godsforsaken place, full of evil and terror. Personally, though, I have found it to have its wonders too.”


  “Too?”


  “Terror and evil has been doing quite well for itself so far.”


  “Such is often the case when Contremulus is involved.” Using her large oversized spoon, Dorydd peeled off one of the strips of meat and offered it to me. I pulled it directly off the metal with my fingers, something that surprised her. “You really don’t feel heat, do you?”


  I shrugged. Another topic I did not feel comfortable discussing. I put the meat in my mouth.


  I nearly gagged. It was like eating a block of salt. I flailed, trying to eject the half-swallowed food, my tongue weeping as the moisture was drained out of it.


  “What manner of food is this?” I finally managed to swallow. “The flavour is overpowering!”


  Dorydd seemed amused. “Salted beef. I thought dragons could eat almost anything, I wouldn’t think this would give you trouble.”


  That was true, but I was hardly a dragon. I glared at her and pulled my pack over with my tail, yanking the top open. “I think I’ll settle for my own food, thank you.”



  “As you wish. That’s been there for a month, though. It might have spoiled.”


  It wouldn’t have. Glowbug meat could keep for many months assuming it hadn’t gotten wet. I dug around in my pack. Everything was just as I’d left it. I pulled out one of the strips of glowbug meat and offered it to her. “Try this?”


  She did so, although the kobold’s ration seemed undersized going into her mouth. She made a disgusted face.


  “It tastes awful. It has the smell of raw eggs yet barely any taste.”


  “Raw eggs are a delicacy for kobolds.” I had never had them, but I had been told they were delightful.


  Dorydd stuck out her tongue and brushed the remains off onto the ground. “Blech.”


  Although I had found the flavour of the meat to be too much, I was curious about what other kinds of dwarven food tasted like. I reached for her pack, opened it, and plucked out the large round disk. A piece broke off in my hand; I stuck it in my mouth, chewing thoughtfully. 


  The flavour danced on my tongue and hit me like a sack of joy to the chest. Whatever this food was, it was the most sublime taste I’d ever experienced, far richer and tastier than any other food, from the strong to the bland. I had even eaten hay once, when I was a prisoner in a human village. Since then I had not eaten well. Contremulus had fed me gruel during my stay in his care. I had subconsciously assumed all surface food was bland and tasteless, and the dwarven meat was horrible, yet this was not. It was delightful.


  “Excuse me?” Dorydd looked at me with confusion. “What are you doing?”


  “Mmm?” I said, my mouth full of the strange golden food from her pack. I rolled my tongue around in my mouth, trying to taste every bit of it.


  “It’s polite to ask first,” she said. “Even if you’re not going to eat the breakfast I offered, you’ve got your own food haven’t you?”


  Of course I had. How could Dorydd not understand? I used my tongue to push the food to the side of my mouth, basking in the lingering taste sensation. “I’m certainly carrying food,” I said, as though I was explaining it to a child. “But that doesn’t make it mine. It’s food.”


  She was not offended, but she did seem curious. “How do you mean?”


  The idea was laughable. “You can’t own food,” I said, the sound muffled by my full mouth.


  “Why not?”


  I went to answer, but suddenly I wasn’t sure. My thoughts were suddenly all jumbled. Why couldn’t you own food, as with anything else? It was such an alien thought. In Atikala, commodities like food were communal. When Khavi and I had met up with other survivors from our city we had pooled our supplies with theirs without even a second thought. It was our nature.


  Khavi and I had often quarrelled about this after Tyermumtican had eaten Khavi’s blade. He wanted my rapier, as he was the better fighter, and I had my spells, but I told him it was mine, and that he couldn’t have it. We had eventually come to blows over it and…other related matters.


  Now I was on the other end of this argument. Terrible guilt welled up inside, and I reached into my mouth, withdrawing the yellow hunk covered in saliva. “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t think you would mind.”


  “Keep it,” Dorydd said, scrunching up her face at the dripping wet chunk of golden deliciousness.


  “As you wish,” I said, popping it back in my mouth and chewing. I was not about to waste this succulent morsel. The taste was so new and exciting to me, powerful and strong, musky even, but complex and not so overpowering as the meat. It reminded me of Atikala. Not that we had any food like this, but just the damp, musky, richness of the place.


  It made me homesick. What a strange idea. Homesick for a place that was buried under a mountain of stone. I longed for a city of corpses.


  “So you like cheese, do you?” said Dorydd, her ease returning. “I’m glad. I made that myself.”


  Cheese. That word was on Contremulus’s list. “What’s cheese?”


  She pointed to my snout. “That. What you’re eating.”


  I nodded eagerly, swallowing. Bits of the cheese had stuck to my teeth. They made me drool. I played with them with my tongue, dislodging little bits and swallowing. “How do you make it? Where does it come from?”


  “Well, it’s a long process, but it originally comes from cows.”


  “Cow?” I leaned forward eagerly. “Is that a type of animal?”


  “Yes,” said Dorydd. “Like horses, but different. Larger. Fatter. Unsuitable for riding.”


  I knew of horses. I knew of goats, too, but not cows. “What part of the animal is cheese? It’s delightful.”


  She laughed. “No, no. Cheese is made from the cow’s milk.”


  “Milk?” I wrinkled my snout in confusion. “What is milk?”


  Dorydd stared at me. “What do you mean, what is milk?”


  “Just that. What is milk? What part of the creature is a milk?”


  “It’s not a part of it. It’s something they make. Like what your mother would have fed you after you were born.”


  I understood at last. In the underworld Khavi and I had met a gnome, a female gnome. On her chest were two fleshy sacks. I had been taught, as a part of my studies, that some creatures possessed these growths, and that they were used for nourishing young. Kobolds hatched strong enough to eat most foods and did not need such things. The gnome we had known as No-Kill still had both of hers, as did Dorydd, I noted.


  “Our race does things differently,” I explained. “I was able to eat normal food right after hatching. All kobolds can. My mother didn’t feed me her flesh; it was very kind of your mother to give you her meat, though, especially if it tasted this good.” I rolled my tongue around in my mouth. “Cheese must be a rare, expensive delicacy.”


  Dorydd looked like her eyes might drop out. “Flesh? No, child. It is—that is not—” She put her fingers to her temples. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll try again.” After a moment spent gathering her thoughts, as though she were mentally attempting to purge all ambiguity, my dwarven friend took in a deep breath, and then, carefully and deliberately, explained.


  “On the surface, a common beast kept by farmers is called a cow. While it can be taken for its meat, and often is, more valuable than that is a product of its natural making. You see, below its body are fleshy appendages…”


  I knew of such things. Males had one and females did not. I had watched Khavi breed Jedra and Faala; I had seen such appendages with my own eyes, but I suddenly didn’t like where this story was going.


  “…and these appendages, if massaged and stroked correctly, produce a white fluid…”


  Khavi’s had done that too, with both Jedra and Faala. The mating process was messy, and I had seen traces of the stuff. The concept was fairly simple; in my classes, the full reproductive cycle of our people was made clear with diagrams and paintings. The white was the seed of his lineage.


  I really, really did not like where this conversation was going.


  “…and this fluid is gathered, boiled, then churned until it reaches a soft, fluffy consistency, and then left to age. Mould grows on the fluff and ferments it. We scrape the mould off, shape it, wrap it, and here it is. Cheese.”


  My stomach groaned in protest as my mind processed all of this information. I felt sick.


  Cheese was made from the seed of a cow-beast.


  The mouldy, rotten seed of a cow-beast.


  And I had eaten it.


  “That is absolutely disgusting!”


  “No, it’s not,” said Dorydd, perplexed. “It’s a tradition amongst my people, passed down from parent to child. I used to make cheese all the time with my father, and my brothers—”


  I shrieked, waving my hands around in the air. “No! No! No more talk of cheese and milk! I don’t want to hear anymore!” I stuck out my tongue, frantically wiping at it with my fingers, trying to purge the deceptively delicious taste as best I could. “Surfacers are foul!”


  “It’s really not that bad—”


  I fell onto all fours, hacking and coughing, but the cheese managed to keep itself stuck in my belly. Dorydd rubbed my back soothingly.


  “Ren, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  My stomach felt like it was going to expel its contents from both ends. “I’ll live,” I said, but the scales on my hands were dull, and I was lightheaded. “Just…tell me the origins of all food we come across in the future, will you? Before I eat it?”


  “I promise,” she said. “But I mean it, cheese is really—”


  I silenced her with a wave of my hand. “I swear to you, if we keep talking about wretched cheese and its origins, I will vomit all over your feet.”


  “Very well, let’s talk about something else.”


  “Yes,” I said, trying to regain my composure, “let’s.”
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  I gagged and coughed for a little while longer, but the delicious, treacherous taste of the cheese was stubborn. It clung to my teeth, to the inside of my cheeks, and it would not be dislodged. I drank water until it hurt, trying to wash the taste away, but remnants found their way to my tongue, the flavour clinging to the inside of my mouth despite everything.


  I tried to keep my mind away from the origins of breakfast. I needed something to distract me.


  “What’s it like talking to stone?” I asked. “Is it true dwarves can do that?”


  “It’s true,” Dorydd said, “under the right conditions. But I don’t understand the question.”


  “Rocks don’t talk. How can you talk to them?”


  “Well, how can you talk to me?”


  It seemed such an inane question. “You speak, can hear my words, and respond in kind.”


  She nodded as though that was all I needed to hear. “That’s what it’s like talking to stones.”


  I picked up a handful of gravel. “So, could you talk to these?”


  Dorydd smiled. “Yes, but they would have nothing to say. Those are young rocks, excitable and with short memories. They would jabber and squabble amongst each other without useful information. It would be better to ask a single piece, but even that is unnecessary. One does not need magic to know that this place used to be a riverbed, long dried up. There are no footprints here. This is a quiet place where few tread. That is why I set our camp here.”


  I mulled this over. “So you should ask big rocks questions if you want to know things?”


  “Only if you have patience enough to wait for them to finish speaking. Generally speaking, the bigger the rock, the older and more cantankerous they are, and the more likely they are to just be annoyed you disturbed them. They can become determined to waste your time out of spite.” She chewed on her salted meat, not looking at me. “Much like some dwarves.”


  “I don’t know,” I said, poking at the ground with my foot-claw, digging it into the gravel. “You’re nice to talk to.”


  “Thank you.”


  I sensed I had offended her in some way. We ate in silence, and then we gathered our equipment and marched southward to the tune of Dorydd’s low, rhythmic singing.


  Once again I struggled through the sun’s burning gaze, but at least I was well rested this time. The light became a tolerable intrusion, annoying, painful even, but no more so than the inconveniences of the road.


  We marched to the edge of the open road, slowly gaining altitude, the path ahead of us a mountain range. When she wasn’t singing, Dorydd told me of the surface world. Of how the dwarves lived under the mountains, and of the Thunderhelm stronghold to the south, with its giant furnaces and the quality steel they made. She told me of the elves and the humans they traded with, but she was far less open about my questions of Contremulus. They were avoided with vagaries, promises to explain at some later time, and changes of topic.


  Soon the woods gave way to flat plains, and the mountains drew closer. They were clear to me through the blue haze of distance; jagged peaks capped in white. We could cross them, though, Dorydd assured me.



  The second day was easier than the first. Still, my relief must have been palpable when the sun finally dipped again and the world was bathed in the soft hues of sundown. I shrugged off my pack, glancing over my shoulder to the woods to the north. Had we gotten far enough away from Northaven to shake off any pursuit? I still did not feel safe. Contremulus’s shadow was long.


  The sun, though, continued to hound me almost like he was there watching me from on high. I missed the underground. I missed—


  “You feeling okay?” asked Dorydd as she too set down her pack. “You’re suddenly pale.”


  “I feel fine.” I shook my head and smiled at her. “How can you tell? Can you see through my scales now?”


  She didn’t smile back. In fact, she looked genuinely concerned, moving closer to me. “The skin around your eyes, where there’s no scales. It’s white as a ghost. Ren, please sit down.”


  I opened my mouth to reassure her again, and the world went black.
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  Wetness on my face. I slowly opened my eyes, blinking in the twilight, and stared into Dorydd’s concerned face. “What?”


  “You passed out.” She touched a wet rag to my cheeks. “How are you feeling now?”


  My brain was foggy. The world and all its concerns were distant, as though they were being viewed through a smoky lens. “I feel okay.” I tried to sit up, but my head spun.


  “That’s exactly what you said right before you planted your snout in the dirt.” Dorydd’s strong hand gripped my shoulder, easing me back down to the ground. “Just stay there for a bit.”


  “Maybe it’s a sickness,” I said, lifting my leg and sliding my tail out to one side.


  “Maybe you just haven’t eaten a decent meal in a month and have been fleeing for your life for a few days.” Dorydd dabbed the rag around my lips. “That, and I imagine that having your heart ripped from your chest takes it out of you. No pun intended.”



  “I imagine it does.” I managed a smile. “I suppose you could say my heart wasn’t in it.” I closed my eyes a moment, trying to remember that exact moment, but I opened them again when I sensed Dorydd might begin to worry. “Honestly, I’m feeling a lot better. A bit hazy, yes, but a lot better.”


  She didn’t seem convinced. “Let’s just lay here for a moment, shall we?”


  “As you wish,” I said. “Although I’m not sure what purpose waiting will serve. I saw Contremulus rip out my heart. If it was going to kill me, it would have done so by now.”


  “I know,” said Dorydd. “I saw it too. Although I can’t imagine what he would want with such a thing.”


  “He probably keeps it on his desk.”


  I thought back to my time in the cell. He kept cutting me, kept trying to show me something. I didn’t understand it then, and I didn’t now. There was cutting, and blood, and more cutting, and he kept hurting me over and over.


  But not just me. He’d burned a goblin alive with a minor spell and my blood.


  The goblin. Contremulus’s words echoed in my mind.


  I cannot burn…


  “I think I know why,” I said, trying to sit up again. I managed it, and Dorydd let me despite her obvious concern. “Honestly, I think that was what he was after all along.”


  “If that were the case, surely he would have taken it earlier. I have no doubt that he didn’t care for your welfare, and although tormenting you may have proved to be entertaining, Contremulus is a practical sort of dragon. He would never put pleasure before business. Not if you had anything to offer him.” Dorydd inclined her head curiously. “What could live in your heart that he would desire?”


  I pulled off my chain shirt, then the rags underneath that kept it from chafing me, the last reminder of my experience in Contremulus’s prison. I ran my hands around my chest scales, looking for an entry wound. It should have been vast. His hands had broken bones, torn flesh, plunged so deep into my body nothing could heal it. Yet there wasn’t a mark on me.


  It was impossible. “I have no idea.”


  “When I last got a good look at you,” said Dorydd, “you looked closer to dead than alive. Now every piece of you is in place. Every inch of you healed. There are no marks, no scars, nothing.” She touched my chest, her cold hand pressing to my scales. “I feel your heart beating within your body, but I saw it torn from your breast before my eyes. This is restorative magic, spells of a kind that have not been seen since the Gods last answered their prayers.” The look returned. The same kind I had seen beside the river, a reverent mixture of hope and fear. “This cannot be, but yet, it is.”


  “I don’t understand it.” I hesitated, trying not to encourage Dorydd in any wild speculation. “But I know it was nothing I could control.”


  “I’ve never said it was.” She rubbed my back with her hand. “Are you feeling better?”


  “Much.” I stood, a little wobbly on my feet, but a flick of my tail and I was more stable. “Besides, it doesn’t matter. We were going to rest here the night in any event. With some sleep, I’m sure I will feel better.”


  Dorydd did not seem convinced, but she nodded her acceptance. “This is a fine camping spot, well protected. We should be coming to the ocean in a few days; some fish will vary our diets and do us good, but in the meantime, I insist you eat a hearty dinner.”


  I had no objection. “Just not cheese,” I said, although the memory of the taste was tantalising, I had to force my mind to override my tongue. I had to remember where it came from.


  “No cheese,” Dorydd promised, and then she set to work. As she cooked, I looked to the north, to Northaven, and I could not fight a feeling deep within my heart that something dark had taken place, something I could not understand but should rightly fear.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER X


  



  



  



  I DID FELT BETTER AFTER I’d eaten. Dorydd seemed to have all manner of food on her person, some kind of soft, white, fluffy food found in bricks, more of the heavily salted meat that I struggled down, plenty of water, and a few pieces of dried plant-food. Fruit, it was called. I enjoyed the fruit, although the sweetness was almost too strong for my taste.


  The food helped a lot. Perhaps Dorydd was right, dying, followed by a panicked flight and days of forced march would test anyone’s limits. I rationalised my collapse as fatigue, smothering doubt with strange, strong-tasting surfacer food.


  Night came, and we settled down for sleep. It seemed such a shame to sleep now; the moonlight was more than enough for my eyes, accustomed as they were to life underground, but Dorydd was almost as blind as a human. She also pointed out, correctly, that our pursuers would be subject to the same limitations, and it would be disastrous if they caught us while we were asleep, especially as I was half blind during the day.


  I cuddled up to the egg again that night, using my body heat to keep it warm, and that’s when I noticed the crack.


  A split from the top of the egg, running half way down the surface before it forked into two jagged lines. My immediate reaction was panic. I had kicked the egg over when I had woken up yesterday morning; had I killed it? I turned the egg over and over in my hands, trying to gauge the damage. If my fear had killed Khavi’s child…


  I could not even think of such things.


  “It might still live,” I said to myself, louder than I had intended. Perhaps I was just trying to convince myself. “It might still live! It’s just a tiny crack…”


  “Hmm?” called Dorydd. She threw back her bedroll, briefly tangled in it. “Ren? Are you okay?”


  “Dorydd, Dorydd!” The words choking in my mouth. “The egg’s been damaged!”


  She came over to me, barefoot, her body clad only in fabric. She leaned over my shoulder, squinting. “Let me see,” she said, reaching out with her hand. “My people are craftsmen.”


  I handed it to her, sitting up. Dorydd peered at the egg, trying to see in what must have been, for her, dim twilight.


  “The damage may not extend to the hatchling within. Strike a torch so I may have light.”


  I had a better idea. I closed my eyes, pressing my thumb and forefinger together. Light, yellow and soft, sprung forth, but I cupped it with my other hand. I did not want to give away our position.


  Dorydd held the egg close, turning it over in her hands, examining it with a practiced eye. She gave me a sad look. “I do not know how thick the eggshells of kobolds are.”


  I yanked up the outer-foot that held my eggshells and pulled out a piece. It still glowed; I showed her. She held the fragment to the egg.


  The piece seemed to confirm what she suspected. “The damage goes all the way through.” Dorydd handed me the fragment of my shell. “Ren, this is not your fault.”


  I refused to believe it. “It might still live—”


  “Rot will seep in, or already has. No egg can live with a breach. My father kept chickens; they lay eggs. I assume the principle is the same.”


  “Khavi was tough,” I said. “As tough as stones. His child will also be; it cannot just, just…”


  Dorydd said nothing and I put my head in my hands.


  This couldn’t be happening.


  The only sound was the quiet chirping of some far away surface creature, but I didn’t have the heart to listen to its song. I’d carried the egg called Vela from the underworld to Northaven, out into the city. I’d hidden it, warmed it, kept it hidden and kept it safe.


  Now, in a moment of panic, I’d killed it.


  “Wait.” Dorydd nudged me with her elbow. “Look. Look!”


  I looked with misty eyes at the egg. “What?”


  “The crack is widening.” Her voice became sharper. “It’s not damaged, it’s hatching. It’s hatching!”


  The egg shook as the fork in the crack widened, growing and splintering off into dozens of smaller cracks.


  I laughed. I laughed with relief, with joy, with a thousand emotions swirling in my mind, all of them welcome. Dorydd and I cupped the egg with our hands as it trembled, a fleck of its shell breaking away and revealing a patch of dark, rusted scales.


  “Come on, little one,” I urged, my snout almost touching the egg’s surface. “Come on. You can do it.”


  The kobold within chirped, its mouth still muffled by eggshell. Gently, ever so gently, I began pulling bits away, helping the egg disintegrate onto my bedroll.


  Then, all at once, the battered eggshell gave way and a tiny kobold tumbled into my hands, a shower of dark shells landing all around. Dorydd gave a jubilant shout as it stretched out, as though it had just awoken from a long, particularly relaxing sleep. It sat up, opening its eyes, looking between us both with eyes that were so intelligent and inquisitive.


  And red. Red as tiny rubies, just like Khavi’s.


  The hatchling was male. Vela would be an inappropriate name as it was for a female. The masculine form was slightly different; Valen. That would do perfectly, given the circumstances.


  “Hello,” he said, staring at me curiously.


  His voice. It was as though I were hearing a voice straight from the past; it was Khavi’s raspings with Faala’s gentle inflection. I felt like someone had smushed the two of them together into a tiny body the size of my fist.


  “Hello,” I said, my voice weak. “I am Ren of Atikala. This is Dorydd Duergirn of Thunderhelm. You are Valen of Ssarsdale.”



  “Valen.” He tried the word, seemingly finding it to his liking. His tiny snout wrinkled. “What is a dwarf doing with us?”


  “She’s a friend,” I said. “A friend of mine and yours.”


  “If you say that she is,” said Valen, but his small eyes were sceptical. “Where am I?”


  “This is the surface. We are far from our cities, little one, but we will return eventually.”


  He climbed up to his feet and standing on my palm. He took in his surroundings, clearly curious.


  “So it was a boy after all,” said Dorydd, her face lit up with a beautiful wide smile. “Beautiful.”


  “You can’t make cheese with him,” I warned. She gave me a quizzical, slightly hurt look, but returned her attention to the tiny kobold.


  “Okay. But…incredible. He can speak. And stand. He’s amazing.”


  My light spell dimmed. I recast it; Valen shielded his eyes with the glow, emitting a soft hiss.


  “Why must we have such a bright light?”


  “Dorydd cannot see as well as we can,” I said. “The darkness affects her more. Without a brighter light source she would be blind.”


  “Weak. Why must she accompany us?” Valen’s lips curled back. “She is not a kobold.”


  “She’s a friend,” I said again, and I stressed each word.


  Valen did not seem to accept this. I could sense his reluctance, but he dipped his nose in acknowledgement. “As you wish,” he said again.


  “Quite opinionated for one who’s only minutes old,” Dorydd remarked.


  “Where are the others?” Valen turned back to me. “I feel like there should be more of us. More kobolds.”


  “There are no others. You would have been Valen of Atikala,” I said. “But your city was destroyed, months ago. None but you and I survived. Now we are travellers on the open road, heading south.”


  “What is south that we care about?”


  “Many things. Dorydd is from a clan of dwarves, the Thunderhelms. We will find shelter there, she assures us, and we will plan our next move in due time.”


  “More dwarves?” His disapproval was clear. “Is there not a kobold settlement we could reach instead?”


  “None that I know of.” I turned to Dorydd. “Perhaps the dwarves, with their knowledge, would be able to help us find a suitable one.”


  “Perhaps,” she agreed. “Our people have not had contact with your kind for generations, but we keep near the surface, and do not often leave our lands.”


  And yet Dorydd had left them. I decided to ask her about that, as what she was telling me aligned with what I already knew of her kind, but Valen lay down in my hand.


  “I am tired,” he said.


  “Breaking your shell would have been exhausting. We are at the end of our day, so we may rest now.”


  “I would welcome such a thing.”


  He sounded so much like his father that I simply couldn’t keep a smile off my face. I was filled with a mixture of emotions, pride, joy, and raw happiness.


  He was just like Khavi.


  “As would I,” I said, and I gathered up as much of the eggshells as I could, then tucked us both into my bedroll, enjoying such a deep, relaxing, tranquil sleep that I hoped it would never end.
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  Perhaps out of sensitivity for the joyous occasion, Dorydd did not wake me that morning. She waited until the sun did that job for me, and I treasured the extra sleep.


  Valen woke as I did, the light forcing our eyes open. He hissed angrily and covered his face with his tail, but I was slowly becoming more accustomed to it.


  “Come, little one,” I said, nudging him with my snout. “It’s time to walk.”


  He groaned and curled up tighter. “The light is too bright. Can you turn it off?”


  “No,” I said, “it is called the sun, and its bright light covers all of the surface. It burns my eyes too, but do not worry.” I picked him up in my hand. “You’re still too small to walk, so I’ll carry you. You can cover your eyes until the sun disappears, as it will in time.”


  That seemed to appease him. I hung the Khavi-boots around my neck, and Valen scampered into one of them, watching with watering eyes as I packed up my bedroll and what supplies we had. He asked me about everything; his curiosity seemed insatiable. I told him what I could, with Dorydd occasionally offering her own observations and wisdom.


  By the time we began moving, the sun was higher in the sky than I would have liked. There was a substantial amount of guilt about that. We were, at best, only a day’s march ahead of any reasonable pursuit. We might pay for those borrowed hours in the future. My thoughts drifted back to the magical light I had cast so Dorydd could watch Valen hatch. Such lights could be seen for a significant distance. I set a fast pace to make up time.


  We marched until the sun was halfway to the edge of the sky. Valen asked question after question, and I answered them as best I could. I told him about my life, of my magic; I did not want to keep secrets from him, so I told him of Atikala and its many wonders, of Ssarsdale, of the tunnels in between. I told him of the fire in my blood.


  I did not tell him of Khavi. Not yet.


  “What is that?”


  “It is called a mountain,” I said. “It is a part of this world. A fold in the landscape.”


  “How are they made?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve only been here a short time myself.”


  Dorydd laughed, a deep rumbling noise that came from her chest. “You travel with a dwarf, child. I could tell you more about mountains than you have years on this world.”


  Valen hissed at her through his teeth. “I care not for the knowledge of the dwarves.”


  “What have I ever done to you?” Dorydd scowled at him, the levity evaporating from her voice. “You hated me the moment you were born, but what have I done to earn your ire?”


  Valen, confused, turned to me. “What has she done to earn my ire, Ren?”


  “Nothing.” I kept walking, risking a glance behind me. There was no sign of pursuit. “Dorydd is not your enemy. Stop thinking so.”


  “But she’s a dwarf. It just feels right to hate her.”


  “She’s a dwarf, yes, but she’s also our friend. People can be more than one thing.”


  “Hmmph.” Valen sat on my shoulder again, using his tiny hands to shield his eyes. “I’m trying.”


  “Try harder.” I stepped over a particularly large stone in the road. “Ask me another question, if you want.”


  “Okay. Who is that?”


  I snapped my head up. A human clad in metal armour walked over a small rise in the road and stopped, his hands folded comfortably in front of him, posture relaxed. This human was different than the others I had seen; his skin was a dark bronze, and his head was completely shaved. He had a massive two-handed blade strapped to his back and regarded us with careful consideration.



  Despite his weapons it was the symbol on his chest that drew my attention. My throat clenched tightly. The symbol of a surface bird, its wings spread across his chest.


  I knew that sigil. In the kobold dialect of draconic they were called Silver Death. They called themselves paladins. We were warned about them in all our classes; they were the bogeymen in the shadows, silver armour and weapons, and they could easily kill a dozen kobolds in single combat. Our only hope was numbers greater.


  There were but three of us and Valen was a hatchling.


  “Stay out of sight,” I hissed. I could feel Valen scamper further down into the boot, into the toes.


  Dorydd smiled. “Another traveller. We should offer our greetings.”


  “We should hide!” I said, but I knew we were already spotted.



  The paladin called out something in his foul language, folding his hands in front of him. Was he hiding the symbol, or taking his hands off his weapon? Or casting some kind of spell?


  Dorydd, to my total surprise, knelt on the road, her large pack shuffling as she got comfortable. I stared at her. She glanced to the side, seeing me still standing.


  “Kneel,” she said, “that’s a paladin!”



  “I know what it is!” I drew my blade, unhitching my shield from my back. I called to mind words of power, of flame and death.


  Dorydd audibly gasped. “Put that thing away, Ren! What are you doing?”


  “I’ll distract him,” I said. “I’ll throw you the boot; take Valen and run. If I manage to kill the paladin, I’ll catch up with you.”


  “Ren!” Her voice was full of horror. “You’ll do no such thing!”


  Confusion reigned for a moment, but it was broken by the paladin’s voice who spoke in perfect draconic.


  “A kobold and a dwarf sharing the road. I have seen some strange things in my years, but never anything like this.”


  I kept the tip of my sword pointed at him as he stepped closer to us. He smiled, seemingly genuine, but my mind was full of the stories of my people. A paladin’s heart was full of lies. Yeznen had told me so. The Silver Death could cut through a whole patrol, master swordsmen all of them, blessed with powers from a strange and otherworldly source. Since the Gods had died their order had shrunk, and they had lost their ability to heal wounds, but they had substituted some of their divine magic for arcane power and remained formidable opponents. Their blades could cleave through stone as though it were flesh, and their plate was magically enchanted. They could see into the hearts of the living and judge them.


  “Stay back!” I hissed, keeping my buckler tucked in close to my body. “Or you’ll taste my fire!”


  To his credit he stopped, his hands outstretched, looking at me with a warm smile.


  “Please,” said Dorydd. “Noble paladin, forgive my friend. She is new to the surface; she knows little of our customs, and only knows the stories of her people—”


  Fire bubbled within me. “They’re murderers!”


  The paladin tilted his head. “Do I look like a murderer to you?”


  “You bear the insignia of the Silver Death. I know of you and your dogged pursuits of our hunting parties. You are the monster above the stones, bane of the living, the reaper of souls, bearer of dark magic.”


  The notion seemed to amuse him, and the smile remained on his face. “That’s quite a list of titles.”


  I jabbed my blade towards him. “Just go away.”


  Valen, that kobold who had inherited his father’s stupidity, poked his head out of the boot and scampered up onto my shoulder. “Stupid human! Ren is dragonblooded! Her fire will scour the skin from your bones!”


  A knot formed in my gut. Now the paladin knew Valen was there, and there would be no escape for him.


  There was nothing I could do now. For all my bluster, there was no way I could win. Only one option presented itself. I threw down my blade. “Please,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’ll do whatever you want, but just let Valen go. He’s just a child. He hasn’t done anything wrong.”


  The paladin shifted his posture. “Why would you think I would harm a child?”


  I dropped to the ground, just as Dorydd had done, but while her genuflecting was a symbol of her respect, I was begging for our lives. “Just let Valen live,” I said. “He’s all that remains of my friend. Please.”


  A bright light shone out from his eyes; so bright it blinded me. I could only make out the outline of his shape. The light was so white I feared it would consume me.


  Valen wailed behind me. “I can’t see!”


  Yet we did not die. The light persisted, and confused, I stood up.


  “Look,” said Dorydd, her wonder palatable. She turned my head to look behind me.


  The paladin’s light cast a long shadow. An image of me was waving back at me, outlined with a gentle blue glow. It seemed happy and continued to wave, jumping up in defiance of what my body was doing. Dorydd’s image, too, waved eagerly towards me, her large dwarven hands reaching out and giving my shadow a joyful hug. The sight made me smile too, as the two playfully tossed and tussled on the ground, silently laughing, playing.


  Valen cast no shadow at all. The light seemed to pass right through him as though he was not there.


  Soon enough it faded. I turned back to the paladin. “What was that?”


  His face half smiled, the soft remnants of the light revealing his body was covered in scars. “The silver light shows the truth beneath,” he said, casually unhooking his blade and laying the large weapon on the ground. “It shows us the nature of the soul.”


  Dorydd stood, smiling as wide as I’d ever seen her. “It’s an honour to meet you, sir. I’ve never seen any of your order in person.”


  Her words made him wince. Dorydd immediately bowed her head. “My apologies of course.”


  I did not know what had happened. How had Dorydd offended him? The paladin stepped up to us, kneeling so his body was as high as I was. He extended his hand. “I am Banehal.”


  I took his hand, shaking it cautiously. “I am Ren of Atikala. Why did your light not affect Valen?”


  “Because he is too young.” Banehal reached down to pat Valen’s head, but the young kobold hissed and snapped his jaws at him. “A paladin’s light reveals the colour of the soul, but a child’s soul hasn’t yet seen enough of the world. They are a blank canvas, undecided who they are.” He turned back to me. “What are you doing here?”


  “We aim to make for Eastwatch to charter a ship. We are fleeing Contremulus the Sunscale.”


  A dark cloud came over his features. “I know of he.” He stood, drawing himself up to his impressive height, over twice mine. “His men and I have long quarrelled.” He gestured behind him. “I am here because I came upon a body on the road, and sought to locate the woman’s murderer. Forgive my initial confrontational attitude; I suspected slavers from the Wasp-Men. Often do they use kobolds as their minions. They are sometimes less than careful with their prey.”


  Dorydd seemed concerned about this. “There are active slavers in this region?”


  Banehal stared out to the horizon. “I have put down two of their groups already, but there are more.”


  “Then we should leave,” said Dorydd. “Thank you for your company.”


  “The pleasure was mine.” Banehal walked back to his weapon, picking it up and returning it to his back. It was well worn, the sheath scratched and old. He inclined his head to me, then once again pointed behind him. “The dead woman I found was some kind of spellcaster. You may be able to use what she had; she has no need of such things anymore.”


  “We’ll see what she had,” said Dorydd, “and put them to good use.”


  Banehal, seemingly satisfied, turned to leave, and then stopped. “Ren of Atikala?”


  “Yes?”


  “Take care of your hatchling.” Banehal’s face suddenly became serious. “I would greatly dislike to visit him again when he is older.”


  “Monster!” snapped Valen, but I reached around and pinched his muzzle shut.


  “Of course,” I said, and with that the human was gone, walking down the road, his dirty cloak trailing behind him.


  “Amazing,” said Dorydd, watching him go. “I know the significance is lost on you, but we’ve been greatly honoured.”


  “Honoured?” I could barely stand the thought.


  “He is justice incarnate,” Dorydd said. “Whatever you think you know of them, you’re wrong. The paladins are blessed knights with great powers. Their order is very secretive; they pledge themselves to have no titles, no lords, no dogmas. They cannot be members of any church, any organisation save the Silver Hand, and they call no man leader. They view all such things as distractions from true justice. They refuse to follow any law or code save their own personal, supernaturally accurate sense of justice. Accordingly, some cities value their judgement and fairness, and they may sometimes find employment there, but all too often their disdain for authority means they are little more than vagabonds, wandering the wastelands of the world putting down its monsters.”


  “No titles,” Valen echoed. “That’s why he didn’t like you calling him sir.”


  “That’s right.”


  I could sympathise. I, too, did not like titles. I watched Banehal walk further into the distance. “Do you think we’ll see him again?”


  “A paladin is only found when he wants to be found, and they work alone.”


  Valen seemed to grow impatient. “Let’s find out what this dead human had on her. Maybe it had something valuable.”


  I glared at him, but together Dorydd and I turned to where Banehal had said where the body was, stepping off the path and over the dusty ground.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER XI


  



  



  



  ABOUT TWO HUNDRED FEET OFF the side of the road, buried behind a series of rocks and boulders, was a fresh grave. We never would have found it if it weren’t for Banehal’s directions. Beside the body was a cloth bundle, neatly bound with cord.


  Dorydd cut the bundle open and a small wave of supplies spilled out. We sorted through them, finding a few extra rations, some personal effects, and a handful of round metal disks. I didn’t understand what they were for; they were no material component for any spell I knew. Dorydd, however, happily scooped them up and handed me half. I didn’t want to offend her so I just poured my share into a pouch on my belt.


  Then I found something very interesting. A carved wooden box. I opened it. It contained a dozen small sealed pots of liquid.


  “I know what this is,” I said. “It’s a reagent for a spell.”


  Although I had never heard the word before, I knew it was called paint. I touched one of the vials, and with a tingle that ran from my tail to the tip of my snout, knowledge filled me. A racial memory; fragments of my ancestors’ experiences carried in my blood. I had felt it before, but this was something else.


  This one came from me. From whatever part that made me a sorceress. The raw energy flowed and crackled, exciting me both with its potential and the intensely joyous understanding that followed. I knew this feeling, the joy of knowledge, the same emotion I’d felt when my magical talent had awoken, and I had cast my very first spells, five years ago in Atikala.


  The moment of learning something new.


  “Are you okay?” asked Dorydd, touching my shoulder. “You have a strange look about you.”


  “The reagents. They’re for a spell I know.” The knowledge of how to gather, arrange, and unleash the magic ran through my head like a pack of stampeding animals. “I understand it now.”


  “Now?” Dorydd stared. “As in, just at this moment?”


  “Yes.” I set the paints down and scrambled around in the pile of supplies. “There’s something else, there should be…” My fingers found a thin piece of wood, with animal hairs protruding from one end. I snatched it up. “Here. It is a…” I did not know the word.


  Dorydd’s face wrinkled. “A paintbrush?”


  “Yes,” I said, holding the device above my head in wonder. “A paintbrush.”



  Valen hung from the sleeve of my chain mail, peering at it in the bright light. “What’s it for? Is it a weapon?”


  “No. Climb down, and I’ll show you.”


  He did so, and I dabbed the paintbrush in the paint, setting the box out on the ground. With no idea what I was doing, following my instincts, I dragged the brush through the air. Small careful strokes. A touch of rust here. A dab of black there.


  The paint stuck in the air as though I were applying it to an invisible surface. I continued my work, entranced, flicking and splattering nothing with colour.


  Stroke by stroke, touch by touch, the form took shape in three dimensions, a figure in the air, roughly humanoid. Arms and legs. I added a tail. Little spines and sharp teeth. Soon I began to realise who I was painting.


  Khavi.


  I finished in moments. He stood, a ghost in the air. Infused with my magic, the flat painting began to move, smiling at me. It gave a little wave. I waved back.


  “Who’s that?” asked Valen.


  “That’s Khavi,” I said. “Khavi of Atikala. Your father.” Memories flooded me; I focused on the important things. “He and I survived the destruction of our home city. We walked past the Veil, up to the gnome city of Stonehaven, and we saw its destruction firsthand.” Where we killed our prisoner, No-Kill. I kept that thought to myself. “We then journeyed on, to the surface, and on to Ssarsdale. There…there the Ssarsdalians betrayed us.” I tried to keep the anger out of my voice. “Vrax of Ssarsdale works with Contremulus. He turned us over to him…and killed Khavi.”


  Both Valen and Dorydd were quiet.


  “I’m sorry,” said Dorydd. She regarded the painting I had made. “What was he like?”


  “He’s dead,” said Valen. As though this was all Khavi was or could be. Just a corpse. “Does it really matter?”


  I frowned at the hatchling and tried to explain. “Yes, it matters. You should know who your father was. Khavi was…headstrong, impulsive, ruthless even. Cunning, in his own way. Fierce, brave, strong. He fought until he could no longer.”


  “Then he is a true warrior,” said Dorydd. “And handsome too.”


  I found the concept amusing. “A dwarf thinks a kobold is handsome?”


  “No,” she said, “but I can see that you think so. You painted him that way.”


  I regarded the artwork I’d made. It was Khavi as he lived in my memory, his bright red eyes, his rusty scales. He kept smiling, and the joy there was real, but there was something about it that unnerved me. Shook me right down to my feet. Suddenly my stomach turned, grinding against itself, a physical pain in my abdomen.


  This was a lie.


  “It’s just an image.” I let the magic fade from my fingers. The painting collapsed into a splatter of inert colour. “The real Khavi is dead. I watched him die.”



  “My apologies,” said Dorydd. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  “No, it’s okay. I just wanted to show you both what he looked like.”


  We stood there in silence, staring at the splashes of paint on the ground. Valen climbed back into the Khavi-boot.


  “Did you love him?” asked Dorydd.


  Love. That strange word again. Tyermumtican had told me of it, but in truth I did not truly understand. He had told me it was many things. At some points I was certain I did, at others…I suspected what I was feeling was intestinal distress.


  “Does it matter?” Valen snapped to Dorydd. “You think you can just love someone back to life?”


  “Of course not,” she said, glaring down at him. “Do not be foolish.”


  I had more to say, things more important than their bickering, yet my tongue caught in my throat. “How do you know?” It was a legitimate question. “Tell me, Dorydd. How do you know when you love someone?”


  The happiness drained from Dorydd’s face. For a moment I feared I’d offended her. Then she reached under her robe, pulling up the obsidian chain that was around her neck. At the end was a small locket engraved with dwarven runes. She opened it, revealing an expertly painted image of her and another dwarf, a male with long brown hair and an impressive beard, their cheeks pressed together as though their faces would not fit in the frame. Their joy was so radiant, so obvious, that I couldn’t help but smile too.


  “When it’s over,” she said, and firmly snapped the locket shut.
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  Valen crawled back into the boot, and we marched on until the sun once again disappeared behind the mountains. It was only then I began to feel some measure of relief. Dorydd had not said a word as we walked, and the absence of her singing was a pronounced indicator of her mood.


  I had done something wrong. My question was not appropriate. Sensing this, Valen and I set up camp a few extra feet away from her that night, giving her room to be with her thoughts. We did not share food that night; I ate glowbug meat from my supplies and fed several strips to Valen, which seemed to meet with his approval. He chewed eagerly, something that made me pleased. A hatchling’s strength as an adult would come from their appetite as a child. He would grow strong, just as Khavi had, but the words of the paladin echoed in my earholes. I could already see too much of his father in his attitude and outlook. How long would it be before he would cast his own shadow in the world, and those around him could see what I saw? Why did everything in this world that so fascinated me, inspire him to brutality? Every object was a weapon. Every creature a threat or something to prey upon. Every new wonder a useless bauble.


  He ate, though, and this was my sole concern at this time. Feeding him. The nurturing of his mind and the honing of his conscience could come when we were no longer fleeing for our lives.


  “Is the dwarf angry with us?” Valen curled up against my side, wrapping his tail around himself, creating a little kobold ball. I patted him gently, stroking his scales with my fingers.



  “Yes,” I said, “I think. With me, not with you.”


  “Good.” He squirmed, picking at his teeth and trying to remove a stubborn piece of meat. “I am pleased. She is a stupid creature; too large and broad to fit through tunnels, too tall to survive in combat.”


  “Do not speak of her so,” I said, frowning at him. “We have spoken of this.”


  “Why? She is just a dwarf.”


  I did not have the heart to have another argument, so I settled down to sleep with him. But my sleep that night was less easy than it had been in the past, and as the moonlight, bright and vivid, the stars bathing the world in a wonderful display of light and beauty, my worries about Valen intensified, and my doubts grew.
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  By morning Dorydd was back to her old self. She awoke before I did, busily preparing the morning meal. This time she had a fire; she clearly felt safe enough to light one. Her courage reassured me.


  In truth, I was unused to one person cooking for two. In Atikala, the feeders would prepare meals for all of us, thousands of kobolds all at once, made in large vats in the lower parts of the city and then brought up for the workers, warriors, and leaders. In the field we had rations. I had never seen food prepared before; it was a process half fascinating, half disgusting.


  “Breakfast?” she asked, offering me some of her bread. The act of her asking had become a ritual of sorts.


  “Yes, please.” I took the soft, puffy food and chewed thoughtfully. I wanted to ask her about the locket—it was the unspoken topic that lingered between us—but I said nothing. I broke off a piece of bread and handed it to Valen. He took it in both hands and attacked it with a profound eagerness.


  “Someone’s hungry,” I said, reaching down to pat his head.


  “Ravenous,” Valen said between bites, crumbs falling all around him as he tore off a chunk almost too large to fit down his throat. “I’m not sure why.”


  “You’re a growing kobold. You need food.”


  “Why?”


  “We are what we eat. Our bodies are powerful machines; this bread is turned into muscle, sinew and bone. From food comes strength.”


  He took in this advice as though it were the sage wisdom of the ages. “Then I shall eat more in the future.”


  “Good.”


  Dorydd seemed extremely pleased; she laughed like a small river of metal balls rolling on stone. “How about I put on some more bacon, mmm?” This was agreeable. I liked this food she called bacon. I had checked, thoroughly, that it was not made from anything disgusting. Just meat.


  I couldn’t help but salivate at the thought.


  Dorydd laughed, waving her hand at the both of us. “Oh, look at your faces. You don’t need to say anything.” She added another stick to the fire, then rummaged in her pack.


  “You’re doing a good job,” I said. “With cooking, I mean.”


  “Thank you.” Dorydd beamed. “It was something I learnt from my father. When you sit down for supper, ask yourself if you earned this meal today. Even if your job is to just sweep the room, do it like you are going to be paid a hundred gold for it; you can hate your job, but love your work.”


  “True,” I said. “But this is the first meal of the day.”


  “I know. That should encourage you to work hard this day to repay your debt.”


  The contained fire was fascinating, and I admired her craftsmanship. Dorydd called it a campfire. I liked it. Open flames were so rare in the underworld. Apart from my spells, and the great furnaces in the centre of Atikala, I had rarely seen actual fire. Smoke in a room without ventilation was not generally the best idea, and fresh air was scarce in the deep.


  Dorydd laid several strips of bacon across the metal pan. The meat soon sizzled and popped. My nose tingled. Valen was still hungry as well. He dug his claws into my boot, tail tapping eagerly.


  Hunger seemed to slow the passage of time. The meat, normally swift cooking, seemed to take an eternity. Dorydd turned the pieces over at a pace that was almost painful.


  I was glad I hadn’t asked her about the locket, and she hadn’t raised the subject. Perhaps it was better we both pretended nothing had happened. I knew I had dredged up some painful memories, and I would rather continue with our trek.


  And eat more bacon.


  Dorydd scraped up Valen’s bacon strip, her fingers wrapped in cloth. She handed the amusingly oversized piece to him—the meat could never fit into his belly, even without the bread he’d already had—but he took to it with gusto.


  “Hot, hot!” he said, sticking out his tongue.


  The goblin which Contremulus had burned in front of me leapt back into my mind, as clearly as if it had just happened. The smell of the bacon suddenly became the smell of his body turning to ash. Appetite fled.


  Dorydd either did not notice or pretended well enough that I would never truly know. She reached for the meat with her hand, but the cloth was awkward. The piece of bacon slid from her fingers and fell into the fire. Dorydd swore, thinking it lost, but I knew better. Smiling at her, I reached into the flickering flames to retrieve it with my left hand, digging my fingers into the red hot coals.


  Searing pain ran up my digits. Heat that hurt; a new experience. Agony, as though Kurdax was playing in my skin once again. Screaming, I recoiled, clutching my hands to me, cupping my left in my right.


  “What happened?” Dorydd pried open my hand, inspecting the wound. I looked too. 


  My scales were dry and withered. They had curled, arching away from my skin which was white and blistered. I had never seen my own skin damaged so. Cut, yes. Scraped, many times. Not burnt.


  Never had I felt pain from fire before. “I don’t know,” I said, a slight tremor in my voice. “Just yesterday I could touch the fire without a care…”


  “What changed?” Dorydd’s question stymied me. I just stared at my burned hand.


  “Are you dying?” asked Valen, his face smeared with grease.


  I hoped not. To have escaped Contremulus’s dungeon, to have come this far, only to die from some unknown malady was not an appealing thought.


  As I considered this, a tiny quarrel hit Dorydd in the chest.


  It seemed so out of place, so unexpected, that for a moment all I could do was stare. She grabbed the feathered base and yanked it out, wincing as the barbs tore her flesh.


  A dozen human faces surrounded us, their bodies shielded by the jagged rocks.  From all around, their hand crossbows pointed down at us. I had seen these weapons before. Felt their sting.


  One face stood out. Thin and cruel, with neatly groomed sky-blue hair, shorter than the rest.


  Pewdt.


  “Good morning,” he called, jovially, as though addressing an old friend, his hands reloading his hand crossbow as though it were second nature. “I found you.”


  Pewdt loved those weapons, loved the pain their poison inflicted and how it held the victim motionless. Helpless, so they could be cut. Flayed alive.


  Never again would something so terrible happen to me. Panic guided my limbs. I pressed my shield against my body as Valen climbed up my leg. One of the humans called something in the surface tongue. On her command, the rest fired in a volley. I noticed, for the first time, that they all wore steel rings on their fingers; the same one I had taken in Northaven.


  I pressed my back to one of the stones near me, hiding behind my shield. Quarrels bounced off the metal. Risking a glance to the side, I could see Dorydd—her motions as fluid as they ever were—swat several of the tiny bolts out of the air with the side of her hand. She stood in the open, fists raised and feet steady.


  Pewdt began to sing a haunting dirge that harmonised with the snap of crossbows, echoing off the stones and carried far in the night air.


  “Valen, stay hidden,” I said. The bolts were the size of my hand, but so was he. If he was shot that would be the end of him.


  Fortunately the little kobold understood the dangers. He squirmed into my sleeve. I could feel him wriggle up to my elbow, safely hidden by the chain shirt beneath.


  The quarrels stopped. I risked another glance. Dorydd was gone, but so were the ambushers. I was under no illusions as to my safety. They were just reloading.


  I summoned my magic. I could not get to them before they finished, but I had an idea. I dabbed my finger into my belt-pouch, touching the paint I’d stored within. I drew my finger around in the air, murmuring magical words, my finger jabbing and dancing.


  When the humans and Pewdt reappeared, freshly loaded quarrels in their bows, they faced down a half-dozen archers of my own; painted copies of me, bows drawn and levelled.


  Maintaining concentration over such a large painting was difficult. I had to move fast. “Kill them!” I shouted, slashing my blade towards my attackers. My copies made a show of aiming the bows and fired.


  It worked. The humans shrieked and ducked back below the stones, although I could hear Pewdt continue his song from behind the cover. The illusionary arrows I painted drifted lazily in the air, as though they were almost weightless. Once they got more than a few feet away from the archers, the strain of maintaining the illusion was too strong. The arrows, bows, and the copies of me collapsed into wet paint.


  The effort had bought me time. I ran, feet pounding over the sandy ground as I covered the distance. Human heads appeared—fearful and confused—and I cast another spell. From my fingertips, white darts of magical energy leapt out, three needles aiming for the heads of my enemies.


  They had ducked the illusionary barrage and now understood that the magic was just a show. This time, bolstered by what they had seen, their courage stayed with them. They levelled their crossbows at me, preparing to cut me down.


  The magical missiles were all too real. They smashed into human faces and bodies, splashing them against the stones and knocking their corpses to the ground.


  I vaulted over the rock wall, sword in hand. Their leader, a sand-blasted female with brown hair and a long spear, snarled at me. I parried her blow, deflecting the weapon, and thrust forward; my weapon deflected off unseen armour.


  I used my shield to block. The human stepped back. I cast again, engulfing her in fire. The heat from my spell was intense; painful, almost, and I felt it wash over me, an uncomfortable stinging sensation that forced me to squint.


  She burned as Jhora had burned, writhing in agony, her hair igniting and growing into a torch atop her body.


  Pewdt’s melody hung in the air, sapping my strength. I focused, gripping my rapier tight.


  Kill, implored Kurdax from my belt. Use me to kill them.


  Choosing a dagger over a rapier for a fight on open ground was stupid. I banished that thought as three other humans dropped their bows and moved towards me, weapons readied.


  A spray of quarrels from behind me splashed into them. They froze in place, arms and legs locked immobile.


  Poison.


  Behind me, a dozen scaled faces greeted me, weapons readied and aimed. They carried the same hand crossbows as Pewdt and the others did, but they were dressed differently; around their necks were steel collars. More importantly, they had no rings on their fingers.


  “Another kobold,” said the leader in Draconic, weapon held comfortably in her hands. Her stance, her muscle tone, told me she was a skilled warrior. She would not be so easily defeated as these humans.


  “Another kobold,” I echoed, checking behind me. The humans they had hit with the bolts were frozen. I focused on her. “Order Pewdt to leave us be, and you will walk away with your life.”


  “Bold claims from a sword-user. My weapon gives me my reach.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Who is Pewdt?”


  I ignored her deception. “I am a spellcaster.”


  “A minor one,” she said. “I’ve bested better.”


  I pointed my blade at the collar around her neck. “You are a slave. Not a warrior.”


  My observation didn’t seem to upset her. She spun her spear around her shoulder, resting it comfortably in her hands once again. “I am a slave trained to be a warrior.”


  “Then let us find out if your master’s whip is a better teacher than the best of Atikala!” I brought my shield close, ready to fight.


  The music of Pewdt’s melody abruptly ceased. The kobold hesitated and not out of fear. Her eyes studied my form. “Atikala? Are you Ren of Atikala?”


  How did this stranger, of a tribe so far away from my city, with her black scales, know my name? “Who is asking?”


  “The Lady of Stone and Clay.” She raised her spear. “Forgive us. Lady Ren, we did not know for certain it was you. The description we were given was vague. I have been sent to collect you as our honoured guest.”


  “Honoured guest?” I kept my weapon pointed at her as surviving members of her troupe formed up around her. “You tried to murder me, slave.”


  “And me,” said Dorydd, from atop the stone wall. How she had gotten there so silently? I had not even seen her approach. Her knuckles were covered in red human blood. “They’re dead,” she answered my unasked question. “Except for Pewdt. The worm escaped. I would have killed these ones too, but I thought I should let you finish her.”


  “And me,” said Valen from beneath my shirt, drawing stares from all around.


  She seemed to take the situation in good stride. “We are a slaving party,” she said. “Hunters of the living, slaves ourselves. But hear me. You are protected, you and any you travel with.”


  Dorydd inclined her head from her perch above. “At what cost does this protection come? And for what reason?”


  “All the Lady wants to do is speak to you.”


  I narrowed my eyes. “And if we do not wish to speak to the master of slaves?”


  “Then she will be most displeased, but you will be free to go. The choice is yours to make.”


  “A female is a spellcaster,” one of the other kobolds hissed, his tongue flicking out at me in a way that made my scales crawl. “We should breed her bloodline into our tribe then sell her. One such as her will command an immense price.” He glared at Dorydd. “Although we should just sell the dwarf.”


  “Nobody sells a Thunderhelm,” spat Dorydd, her fists tightening. “And if you think you’re going to be breeding any of us then you’re sadly mistaken.”


  The concern of Banehal drifted back. I had no desire to cooperate with them. “You’re slaves, but you are also slavers,” I hissed. “I’ll take pleasure in gutting you.”


  Everyone tensed, preparing for another fight. My fingers tightened around the hilt of my blade. We stood, Dorydd and I facing the remaining kobolds, the silence of the midmorning palpable.


  “Well?” said Valen from within my shirt. “Kill them already!”


  I relaxed my grip on my rapier, sliding it back into its sheath. There had to be a better way than further bloodshed. I could sense Kurdax’s disappointment.


  “Who is the Lady of Stone and Clay?” I asked.


  “The Queen of Everwatch. She is the slavemistress of the whole city, and its benevolent leader.”


  A benevolent slaver? I would believe that when I saw it.


  Dorydd spoke up. “Ren, if the Lady wants to see you, it might be wise to go. She would have the capacity to arrange any kind of vessel you wished. Although they are Wasp-Men and slavers, word amongst the Thunderhelm is that the Eastwatchians treat their chattel fairly. Further, Everwatch has long been independent of the northern cities. They owe,” she wisely avoided his name, “your father nothing. We can resupply, hear the Lady out, and then charter her vessel. Her proposal may well benefit us greatly. It costs us nothing to hear her words.”


  Part of me wanted nothing to do with the Wasp-Men, but Dorydd had an excellent point. Words I could handle. “Firstly,” I looked to the kobolds, “how do I know we can travel with you safely?”


  “Our word is our bond,” said the leader. “The same word that allows my band and I to travel beyond Everwatch.”


  I had no reason to trust them, but with Dorydd on my side I doubted they could effectively betray us. “Granted,” I said. “Then we shall travel together.”


  She extended her hand. “I am Aarvra.”


  After a moment’s hesitation I took her hand. “Ren of Atikala,” I said, and then felt vaguely foolish. She already knew who I was.


  “If we are to travel,” said Dorydd, “we should get moving. The sun climbs ever higher into the sky as we speak. Pewdt has not gone far; he will most likely return.”


  “Your dwarf friend is wise. Sooner would be better.” The kobold considered, turning her gaze out to the desert sands. “These lands are dangerous. We have no spellcasters, and you are clearly being hunted. We both benefit in this case. Our party is stronger for having you.”


  Something about the word party almost made me spit on the ground. “I want to be clear; we travel together to see The Lady of Stone and Clay, but we are not your allies.”


  She glared at me, red eyes narrowed. “You want to walk beside us but nothing more? You won’t assist us if we meet with peril? If this Pewdt returns, you have our spears.”


  “Assist you as you ambush travellers on the road? That is gnome comedy.”


  The insult rankled her, and she bared her teeth. “You do not understand. The Queen was clear about her instructions. We will take you directly to Everwatch. No other business.”


  I did not like the amount of importance she put on me. “Why?”



  “I am not one to question the Queen.”


  I understood the value of not questioning orders, but something still ate at me. “And after we arrive?”


  “We will leave and continue our work.”


  “Leave, to prey upon the innocent?”


  Dorydd touched my arm. “We cannot combat the world’s evil all at once. Let us see what this Queen wants. She can get us the ship we need.”


  I had a bad feeling about it—how she knew my name and the clear interest she had in me—but Dorydd was right. Words were cheap. We should see the Lady of Stone and Clay.


  This was the first of my mistakes.
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  THE KOBOLDS TOOK THEIR DAGGERS, and without ceremony, pushed the paralysed humans onto their backs and slit their throats. They died silently, feet and hands locked in a battle stance, yet I could see something in their eyes: Panic. Fear. Silent pleading for their lives.


  No mercy for monsters. These humans would have taken me back to the dark cell and into the clutches of my father. Despite my misgivings about killing helpless humans, they had attacked me first; their attempt on my life had earned them a swift death in the rocky sands of this strange place, much better than they deserved.


  Aarvra, Dorydd, Valen and the other kobolds marched as the sun climbed into the sky. As it approached its zenith, we sheltered under the teethlike rocks that lined the side of the road. 


  That the sun’s glare burned the other kobolds as much as it burned me. We huddled together, our previous animosity forgotten as we tried desperately to shield out the sun’s rays. The others had thick squares of cloth that they hung up to shield their eyes, but every crack allowed the brightness to pour in.


  Valen was the luckiest of us all. He nestled in amongst us, seemingly happy for the first time in a long time. Being around his kind was good for him; he was naturally drawn to the community, to the others, and Aarvra spoke to him at length.


  Their conversations were cordial and polite, but I was careful to eavesdrop, subtly listening in and ensuring that their conversations were only of practical matters. I did not want the young hatchling’s mind poisoned by a slaver.


  At the first night, Aarvra mated with one of the males. As was typical for us, they made no particular effort to find any privacy and none of the other kobolds paid the event much concern. Although I had witnessed the act many times before, their lack of discretion irked me. Was my race concerned with nothing else but reproduction?


  Dorydd was highly disturbed by the act and could not even look. I tried to find a moment to tell her that this was normal, that our people reproduced quickly, but memories of Khavi bubbled back up to my mind. Of how he had wanted me. Of the times he had taken others.


  Those memories disturbed me more than I had anticipated.


  I didn’t feel like explaining things to Dorydd that night…nor did I welcome the annoyed tug in the back of mind, asking what would become of any eggs she laid. Would they be slaves too?


  Would they even care?


  We marched with the other kobolds into the rising sun for days. The mountains around us gave way to endless sands that stretched out to the horizon; Dorydd suffered from the heat, consuming nearly double the amount of water she typically did, her broad body caked in fluid that leaked out from her skin. No-Kill had done the same thing; her body cried when forced to push itself, a biological feature I assumed gnomes shared with their dwarf cousins.


  Surface dwellers were so strange.


  As we travelled and the days stretched on, I noticed another change in Dorydd. Her skin, typically creamy and almost ghoulish to my eyes, slowly became a much more pleasant red colour. Some kobolds had red scales, and while white scales were not unheard of, the shade was different. Dorydd’s face, arms, and legs transformed into a bright pink.


  We awoke one day, and the pink had become a bronzed tan colour, and to my horror, I could see her skin was falling off like a lizard moulting. Were it not for the strange change in her colour I might have dismissed it for a natural phenomenon but her flesh looked red, inflamed, and angry.


  Valen noticed it first. Why he was awake early that day was a mystery; normally he slept more than the rest of us; he would nap on my shoulder, or in one of my belt-pouches, although he was growing at an astonishing rate. Soon he would be too heavy and would have to walk.


  “Look,” he said, pointing with an eager finger. “The dwarf is rotting away.”


  The sight of her sleeping body, her skin white and dead and peeling away from the layers below, was a vice on my heart. I had seen the wounded before. The dying. How, for some with deep injuries, death came in stages; the body would expire in pieces, and those dead pieces would have to be removed lest the corruption spread to the healthy tissue.


  Some would survive, some would not. Wounds were typically sealed by fire. I had done the same thing with Khavi, and he had lived. The process was painful—how could it not be—but necessary. The afflicted struggled, screamed as their instincts told them not to allow their flesh to be removed.


  We had to, though. I didn’t want Dorydd to die.


  “Shh,” I said to Valen. “We’ll have to be quiet. The necrosis must be removed.”


  He seemed excited by this prospect. “We’re going to cut off her face?”


  Some of it. A sheet of skin hung from her nose. I couldn’t imagine what the agony would be like, or what grotesque mockery her face would be without it. I didn’t have the heart to confirm it to Valen.


  Dorydd was my friend, and Valen was too small. I would have to do it.


  “Just take my rope,” I said, sliding a hand into my haversack. “Creep up, put it in her mouth. Make sure you pull it tight. While she’s still waking up, I’ll grab her arms and hold her. Then…” It churned my stomach to say. “Start removing the dead flesh. Go deep, but not to her organs. She must live.”


  Valen seized the rope eagerly. “Be ready,” he said, and I watched him as he crept towards her, rope in both of his tiny hands.


  Her eyes fluttered open.


  “Do it now!” I shouted. 


  Valen leapt at her, rope held clumsily before him. She swatted him away, rolling to her feet.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” she said, staring at us wide eyed.


  “Dorydd,” I said, my voice hoarse from the gravity of it. “You’re dying.”


  It took her a few moments to process this. “What?”


  “Your face. Your arms. They’re red. Infected. We want to save you.”


  I could hear the snorting laughter of the other kobolds, snickering to each other, sharing some secret.


  “Seven Stones, Ren!” Dorydd held out her red hands. “It’s only sunburn!”


  “What’s sunburn?” I asked.


  Valen threw the rope around Dorydd’s foot. She looked down. He looked up.


  “Got you,” he said.



  Dorydd stepped out of the rope. Valen threw it over her foot again.


  “Got you again.”


  Ignoring him, Dorydd put her hands on her hips. “It’s not fatal,” she said. “It’s just painful. The redness will fade, and my skin will learn to tolerate the sun. Do not fret.”


  “Oh.” Stupid. Still, Dorydd’s warning was well heard. I did not want such a thing to happen to me. Hiding my face, I packed up all my things for the day’s march.


  Near sunset on the third day, our trail led up a small mountain. As we crested it, with the sun at our backs, a vast metropolis stretched out before us. I had never seen a settlement like this before; the city must have been home to tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands. Despite the swathes of empty desert, it was crowded; there were no walls, no edge to the sprawl. It simply grew out like a lump, its largest structures clumped towards the middle. Everything was a pyramid, from the smallest to the largest of dwellings, some of which must have been two hundred feet tall or more. Each one had the tip removed. From the tops of the largest flowed swarms of fliers; we were too distant to see them as anything other than dark clouds that blew around the city, making their way from structure to structure as one, as though they were one organism.


  At the centre of the city was a colossal rectangular spire, at least five hundred feet tall and fifty feet thick, casting a long shadow over the centre of the city. Posts jutted out of it, many with creatures perched on them, and right at the very top of the structure was a circular face with hands on it.


  A clock. An intricate mesh of cogs and timers. I had seen devices like this, tiny things held in the hand, used to keep track of time, but never anything so vast before, or so prominently displayed.


  “Never been to Everwatch before?” asked Aarvra. Clearly my attention was obvious.


  “No. Or few surface cities at all.” I pointed to the central spire. “What is that?”



  “They call it The Reminder.” Aarvra shook her head in annoyance. “The Wasp-Men are obsessed with keeping track of time, amongst other things. They keep that thing ticking every moment of every day. You get used to the sound after a while, but I would not expect your first nights here to be restful.”


  I wasn’t sure what to think about that. I needed sleep for my magic. Fortunately my reservoir was full, too full, almost, as though the power brimming within me threatened to leak out in an uncontrolled burst.


  This would be bad in a crowded city. I turned my mind outward as we marched down the mountainside. Everwatch grew up to meet us, seeming to expand to an impossible size the closer we came. Northaven was larger than Atikala by a significant margin; Everwatch must have been even larger than that, ten times or more, a colossal growth in the middle of the desert beset on all sides by stretches of desert ending in mountains.


  Northaven had been surrounded by high walls with a single gate, but Everwatch had none of this. The city just petered out, each building becoming smaller and less important, until it was just sand. As we got closer, my suspicions were confirmed: the fliers were Wasp-Men. Each insectoid creature was the size of a kobold, with four arms and two legs. Their large abdomens were yellow and black striped, each tipped with a wicked stinger. Their bodies were hunchbacked and segmented, waists impossibly tiny, with two sets of compound eyes, wide mandibles, and broad, thin wings that buzzed as they flew around their city. Their hands carried weapons, tools, and trade goods.


  There must have been thousands in the air. Walls truly were pointless to these people.


  We approached without being challenged. There was no clear exit or entrance, nor were there any major roads; this place was designed for fliers, but the gaps between pyramid structures were packed with other humanoids. Our party moved to single file as we slipped in between the outermost pyramids. Simple dwellings, by the looks of them.


  Strangely, Dorydd seemed to know where she was going, weaving between the buildings with an intimate familiarity. Our group passed walking Wasp-Men, kobolds, humans, and other races; nothing seemed as surprising to Dorydd as it was for me. The whole time she had a strange smile on her face, swimming in memories.


  “So little has changed,” she said, almost to nobody.


  “When did you visit Everwatch?” I asked, holding onto her pants so that we did not become separated.


  “On my honeymoon.”


  “What’s a honeymoon?” I asked. I struggled to understand, just as I struggled to find my bearings in this strange place. I was used to crowds, but never were they double my size, or possessing delicate, buzzing wings, zooming all around me. It involved some kind of travel, clearly. A religious pilgrimage? Maybe I was overthinking things. “Can you eat it?”


  Dorydd laughed and patted me on the head. I had no idea what to think. “Just tell me,” I said.


  Her not-smile did not fade. “Oh, very well. It is a tradition amongst my people, when we are married, to travel away from the stones and mountains of our homes to places both near and distant. This is called a honeymoon.”


  Married. That strange custom again. It seemed as though I would learn more about it today, although the bustle of the city made it hard to hear. “Why?”


  “The reasons for this are many and varied; dwarves sometimes prefer to be alone, and this tendency can make us isolationists if allowed to fester. For some of us, a moon spent outside our walls allows us to see more of the world than we would see in the whole rest of our lives.”


  “Why?” The idea seemed entirely foreign to me. Almost every kobold born in a city like Ssarsdale or Atikala would die there. Only warriors ventured outside, and only for short patrols. The idea of visiting another settlement for any reason aside from dire need or trade or to pool resources for war was utterly foreign.


  She seemed to take my repeated questioning with good humour. “There should be joy in seeing new places, Ren.”


  “Why?” The idea left ash in my mouth. “Every new place I have visited has brought me new misery.” So far, Everwatch had been kind, but I had no expectations that this would continue. It was early days yet.


  Dorydd nodded in reluctant agreement as she led us to a wider area—a place where one of the pyramid structures had collapsed and left a de facto plaza for people to congregate in—and we all gathered to count heads, making sure our whole group had made it through the sea of people. “Exploration is good for the soul,” Dorydd said. “New experiences shape who we are. They make us grow, change, adapt.” She twisted around to smile at me. “Additionally, there is a more practical purpose. To develop fond memories of other cultures and cities, which lessens our desire to go to war against them, should conflict arise in the future. It is an investment in future peace and goodwill.”


  “Oh.” It did make sense of a sort.


  Aarvra moved us on, taking us on a zigzag course towards the central spire. I could barely keep my feet in the bustling city streets. More than once, humans, kobolds, or orcs bumped into me, nearly making me fall. I held onto the hem of Dorydd’s pants, and they were my saviour.


  Almost everyone who was not a Wasp-Man had a collar. The same ones the kobolds wore. 


  Soon—shockingly suddenly, in fact—the crowds thinned. Aarvra had led us directly to the largest pyramid in the whole city. It was truly massive and hollow on the inside. A square entranceway was flanked by collared humans, who let us pass without a word.


  Aarvra led us into a foyer, the floors polished stone and the walls decorated with paintings and murals and lined with heavy stone benches. Then she stood back.


  “Our party must be on our way,” she said. “Farewell, Dorydd of Thunderhelm. Farewell, Ren of Atikala.”


  I didn’t quite know what to say to her, and my hesitation almost caused her to leave without saying anything. “Farewell, Aarvra of Everwatch. I have enjoyed my journey with you, however, know that I cannot abide your profession…yet I understand that as you collar others, you too are collared and have no will to choose your own fate. I cannot hold your ways against you.”


  She bowed low, seeming to accept this, and then left.


  Dorydd and I sat on one of the stone benches. 


  Valen poked his head out of the top of the Khavi-boot. “Where are we?”


  “We are awaiting an audience with the Lady of Stone and Clay.”


  “How long must we wait?”


  I glanced to Dorydd, who shrugged.


  “A while,” I said. “We will be seen soon enough.”


  “That’s not soon enough!”


  I laughed. “Just relax.” To distract him I turned to Dorydd. “Why do they call this place Everwatch? To the east is only sand, and then ocean. What do they watch for?”


  Dorydd shifted on the bench, trying to find a way to sit in the sized-for-kobolds-and-Wasp-Men device with some measure of comfort. “The first thing you should know is the Wasp-Men are literally minded. They come from the west, across the vast oceans there, where their capitol is Westwatch. In their own tongue—the watchers over all of the west. Everwatch was the first city established by them in the area, and the Wasp-Men fancy themselves to be the guardians of this continent too. Now their eyes will forever linger here, too, so… Everwatch.”


  “What exactly are they guarding against?”


   “I’m not entirely sure. It has something to do with the finality of time.”


  “That would explain the clock.”


  Valen made a face. “Why would such a thing even exist? What does the exact time matter?”


  I sometimes forgot that Valen was completely clueless about some very basic things, but sometimes understood things as an adult would because of his racial memory. I looked to Dorydd for the answer. She stared at us quizzically, then frowned as though trying to assemble her thoughts. “The way it was explained to me was this. Try to understand a life without knowledge of time. You and I, Ren, have both lived underground—but even in the season-less underworld there are indications of the surface world’s changes. Subtle shifts in air patterns. Mould and creatures grow, wither, die. On the surface things are even more obvious. The sun rises and sets. The seasons change. Time is all around us, and yet all around us, time is ignored.


  “Earthworms are not late. Nor are they early. They exist outside of this measure of time; the hour, the day, the year do not matter to them. Of all the forms of life on Drathari, the earthworms do not care for the passing of time. They either exist, or do not. Theirs is a world of simplicity.


  “To the Wasp-Men, time is so important that we are as to the earthworms to them. Wasp-Men track the steps of the sun across the sky, the days in a moon, the moons in a year. Seemingly every event in this city, including our own entrance no doubt, is noted, recorded in multiples, and catalogued along with the time. Somewhere in Everwatch, the time we have spent here will be noted, and this Lady of Stone and Clay will know precisely how long she will have kept us and knew how long our meeting would likely to take.”


  I digested this strange attention to detail, and asked the question I had asked so often since we had arrived. “Why?”


  “Because,” said Dorydd, “the Wasp-Men believe that time is running out.”


  I mulled that over for a moment. Valen clambered out of the boot and onto my lap. “Why did the other kobolds have to leave? The ones with the metal necks?”


  “They had other work to attend to.”


  He slumped against my belly, folding his arms. “I wanted them to stay.”


  “To be with your own kind?”


  “Maybe.” He squirmed, getting comfortable. “It was mainly Aarvra. I had hoped she would stay with us, and when I was old enough, I could breed with her as that other male did.”


  I didn’t quite know what to say to him. I could sense Dorydd’s growing unease. “You will have your chance to breed,” I said.


  “Oh, I know that,” said Valen, twisting around to look up at me. “With you, of course.”


  A shiver ran down my tail. “No. We are as mother and child.”


  “We’re not related by blood.”


  “No, Valen.”


  “But—”


  The buzzing of wings came as a profound relief. Two Wasp-Men, their pupil-less compound eyes examining us, drifted into the foyer and alighted near the entrance to the rest of the pyramid. With them was a human woman, her head shaved bare, her neck collared. The Wasp-Men said something in their own language, their mandibles clicking and buzzing.


  “The Queen of Stone and Clay will see you now,” the human said in excellent Draconic, and then she beckoned us to enter.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER XIII


  



  



  



  WE FOLLOWED THE HUMAN INSIDE of the building. Within was a smaller lesser pyramid with stone steps leading up to a large throne perched on top. Resting on that throne was a creature that bore a passing similarity to the Wasp-Men flanked her on both sides. She was much thicker, bulbous even, without wings. Her limbs were tiny stumps. She was a grub-thing with a Wasp-Man’s head, swollen and bloated.


  I knew enough about insects to extrapolate this creature’s place in their society. Dorydd dipped her head as she approached, and I did the same.


  “Greetings, Lady of Stone and Clay,” I said. “I am Ren of Atikala. The dwarven woman is Dorydd, and the hatchling Valen.”


  She spoke in the same clicking, buzzing tone the guards had. The slave woman translated obediently.


  “The Lady of Stone and Clay bids you, your friend, and your child welcome to her interview parlour, and more generally, to her city of Everwatch, where the Eye of the Twelve never sleeps, home of the Reminder of All Ends, may its hands never signal the doom of us all.”


  In the interest of diplomacy, I chose not to correct her regarding Valen’s patronage. However, her slave’s long-winded introduction irked me. I was never fond of titles, and this creature had many.


  I kept my head down as we had been taught to do in the presence of dragons. The Lady of Stone and Clay was no wyrm, but I did not know any other way to be polite. “Thank you, my lady.”


  Silence pervaded. I sensed they were waiting for me to speak, so after a moment, I looked up.


  “My lady, Dorydd and I require the use of one of your vessels.”


  She buzzed her answer. “Which one?” said her translator. “I have many ships, from eight masted freighters to frigates and sloops and pinnaces, to barges and hulks. I have fifty ships I could call upon, but you will need to be precise.”


  All of these words I could not understand. “A ship large enough to carry Dorydd and I,” I said. “With crew.”


  “And how will you compensate me for the use of my vessel?”


  “We have silver,” I said.


  She laughed. As much as an insectoid creature could laugh; it was a soft hissing noise like air from a leather skin, rising and falling in tone. Her servants did not laugh. Dorydd shuffled beside me.


  “Mere silver cannot pay for such an indulgence,” said the Lady, through the slave.


  I did not know what else to say, so I said nothing.


  “Speak,” said the slave. “You are being rude.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t know what to say.”


  The slave looked to her mistress for permission, which was given, and then to me. “The Wasp-Men value honesty,” she said. “Speak plainly, and we shall all find this to be a more pleasant experience.”


  Since they had asked, I looked at the translator and spoke directly to her.


  “You. Are you a slave?”


  She seemed profoundly confused and looked to her mistress for permission to speak. It was given with an annoyed buzz. “As you would describe it,” she said. “I am the property of the Lady of Stone and Clay. Forgive my inadequacy; I truly wish I could give you her true name, but it is unpronounceable to our kind.”


  The Lady of Stone and Clay was as good a name as any. “What is your name?” I asked the slave.


  She looked to the Lady for permission, then to me. “I am Leali.”


  “Leali. Can the Lady understand what I am saying?”


  “The Wasp-Men hear and understand. But they cannot speak our tongues.”


  If I couldn’t talk to the lady alone, then I would have to try something else. “I wish to speak to you in private,” I said to the slave.


  She stared at me, muted by the audacity of my request, and then slowly words found their way back to her mouth, punctuated with a slight stammer. “T-That will be impossible, Lady Ren. Aside from the breach of protocol, the collars of the translators record all our words, to verify our translations if a dispute occurs. A worker cannot be alone, even with their partners. To do so with a stranger as yourself…this would be highly irregular.”


  Partner? I tumbled that piece of information around in my head. “You are not allowed a moment’s privacy, even between you and your mate?”


  “My husband, yes. And we do not. As a matter of fact, we do not mind the Lady listening to our private musings. We find it comforting that she cares about us.”


  Dorydd looked at me oddly, and I knew she was thinking of what had happened with the other kobolds. I had no way of telling her our reasons were different.


  “What if you request privacy?” I asked.


  “I would not, but it doesn’t matter. If I would, it would be denied. This is the way of things.”


  The whole thing seemed sickening to me. I had no logical method of proving what she was telling me was wrong in any way, which made the feeling intensify. It was just so axiomatically unjust that I could not articulate it, and it ran contrary to what I believed. It was a feeling in my gut. In my heart.


  “Then I wish to speak to one of the city’s slaves in private. One who has not been collared.”


  “The slaves are all collared at the collection points. There are no uncollared workers in the entire city.”


  “Then I wish…” I could not finish. I didn’t know what I wished.


  The bulbous Wasp-Man spoke again, and Leali did her work. “Ren, our lady’s patience is wearing. Your interest in the matter of her servants is distasteful. Can we not speak of more important things?”


  “And what might those be?” I asked. “Why does the Lady request my presence?”


  One of the Lady’s four arms held up a jade stone, pulsing with an inner light. More chittering. “Word of your considerable display in Northaven has spread far. We would like to speak to you about it.”


  Display? My tone soured. “I do not wish to speak of Contremulus. Nor of Northaven.”


  Her insectoid face split in what I could only assume was a forced, unnatural attempt at a smile. She held it as Leali spoke. “How fortunate that I do not either. I would refer you to the fallen star, and the surge of its power. If my reckoning is true, the strange glow from the pit coincided with your…impressive display.”


  The fallen star had reacted to my death? To the loss of my heart? I frowned. “What surge do you refer to?”


  “As you left Northaven—and do not attempt to deny it, such chaos has followed in the wake of it that half of Drathari’s northern hemisphere is aware of what has happened—a fierce glow was observed above the ruin of Atikala. Our astronomers predicted a star would fall from the heavens in that location, a prediction confirmed by our scouts weeks ago. We can only assume this light, along with the light you caused in Northaven, are linked.”


  “That is a foolish assumption. There are many events occurring all over the world at the same time. It is staggeringly unlikely that nothing else of importance occurred at the same time as the activation of this…fallen star.”


  “I know this is difficult for you,” said the Lady through Leali, “but please try to understand. Our kind value knowledge. We are a wise and educated people. If our scholars, philosophers, and enlightened individuals claim the two are linked, they must be.”


  “Enlightened.” Bitterness dripped from every word. “Yes, how enlightened you are to keep other races in bondage. Especially kobolds. I’ve seen some of my kind working for you. I had never thought we would make excellent slaves.”


  “Workers,” Leali corrected. “The Wasp-Men do not keep slaves. They keep workers.”


  “Workers kept against their will and forced to work without compensation. We have a word for those, you know. They’re called slaves.”


  Dorydd looked uncomfortable and tried to signal something to me. Perhaps I was being rude. I didn’t care.


  Leali looked to her mistress, again, for permission to speak. Again it was granted. “Why do you assume we are not compensated?”


  “Are you?”


  “There are many benefits to being a worker to the masters. A worker is a valuable piece of property and treated as such.” She gestured to my belt. “Draw your sword.”


  I was uncertain such an act would be taken lightly. The guards did not seem to react. Very slowly, to show I was obeying her and nothing more, I slid my rapier from its scabbard.


  “The weapon,” said the translator. “It is clean and well oiled. Sharp, I presume.”


  I nodded.


  “You care for it. You keep it safe and healthy. Without it, you cannot survive. It is in your best interest to keep your weapon well cared for. Not to damage it when you are angry. You do not blame your weapon for your failings; it is your tool, but if you treat it well, it will serve you unquestioningly.”


  “In a manner of speaking, it will.” I sheathed the weapon. “I understand your point.”


  “Do you?” She regarded me with a curious expression. “Did you know the Wasp-Men have not always kept slaves?”


  I did not, of course. “Why did they change their ways?”


  “Because the alternative was worse.”


  The idea rankled me. There could be nothing worse than this. “Explain.”


  “When Master Ik’iktavakku signed the accord that broke the chains, everyone thought as you did. That we had moved past a barbaric, senseless part of our history and onto something greater. That the future held much promise for us, for freedom, and for the liberty and enrichment of all.


  “But freedom comes at a price, Lady Ren. When the Wasp-Men cast aside the shackles of those who knew only regimented servitude, the lives of those former slaves did not substantially change. They typically could not read or write, and only had one single skill, stonemasonry, blacksmithing, fletching or the like. Freed slaves still had to eat, and almost invariably went right back on doing what they had been trained to do in order to survive. Now, instead of merely whips and chains, the masters had another tool to control their charges: patronage. A master can fire a stonemason, and the master has no walls. If a stonemason is fired, the stonemason has no bread. Although the lack of walls is problematic, one cannot eat stone.


  “Brutality of the Wasp-Men aside, for an economy accustomed to slave wages, the prices the free women and men commanded could not be matched by the mass produced goods made by the elves, dwarves, or neighbouring humans. Unemployment was rampant. Former slaves starved on the streets. Something had to be done. A law was passed which allowed any former slave to, once again, become a slave for a period of six moons. The offer was taken up in droves. At the end of that period, the duration became permanent, just as it was before. And it has been this way ever since.


  “You see, Lady Ren, slavery operates on a principle of enlightened self interest. Stabled horses are treated much better—and live a lot longer—than their wild companions. When you own slaves you wish to see them healthy. You do not beat them until they are broken; a broken slave is of no use to anyone. So you feed them, even when there is no work for them to do. You clothe them, even when they are not earning their keep. And you train them, at your own cost, so they may serve you better.


  “It is a regrettable truth that not all people are destined to be free. When given unlimited choice many became listless. Without drive or ambition. They waste their lives meaninglessly on trivial pursuits of temporary pleasure. With a master, these women and men give meaning to their lives.”


  She paused for effect, letting her words sink in. “Slavery, as you call it, is freedom. The freedom to influence the world. To be part of something greater than themselves.” Leali folded her arms in front of her. “I hope this was helpful to you.”


  It certainly was informative. I had no rational reason to refute what the translator had told me, but my emotions provided the words. “Owning another living creature as property can never be moral. No matter the benefits. I cannot abide it.”


  “What of horses, and of cats and dogs and pets? Can you abide them too?”


  I had no clear answer. “They are different,” I insisted. I regretted talking to Leali.


  “No question,” said Leali. “Then perhaps this will help convince you. There is a saying amongst the Wasp-Men. The slaves dream not of freedom, but to be the masters. You have seen at least some of the surface, Ren. Would you not say that humans, elves, and dwarves are immune to the temptations of power? Would my people be kinder to the Wasp-Men if they wore the chains?”


  I wished I could answer, but I did not know enough about the surface world and its customs to answer truthfully. Some part of me knew, however, there was at least a sliver of truth in Leali’s words.


  The Lady spoke after some time. Leali skilfully and eloquently followed her words. “Strange. Kobolds are not known for their love of liberty, nor for venturing outside their homes. Yet here you are. You are far from the underworld, Ren of Atikala, and connected to so many events…events which generate interest from nations abroad. You are an important kobold indeed.”


  “I am not important.” Of all the things that had come out of this confusing discussion, of this I was certain. “I am just one out of many.”


  “That remains to be seen.” The Lady of Stone and Clay gestured with one of her tiny, stubby hands. “In any event, you are welcome in my city, and I have arranged lodgings for you.”


  “What of the ship?” I asked.


  “I will gift you the use of the Silver Hunter, a sloop which is leaving our eastern port in a week. Where do you wish it to sail?”


  “To the east coast of the Crown of the World. Anywhere there will suit my purposes; our destination is inland, but we can walk the rest of the way.”


  “Very well,” said the Lady through Leali. “For now, enjoy my hospitality. I hope the food is to your liking.”


  Valen squirmed his way out of my sleeve. “Food?” He asked hopefully, his little tail wiggling.
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  To say we were provided food was a powerful understatement.


  We were taken to a hall large enough to hold a hundred humans in luxurious comfort. Purple cushions, so soft I could sink completely into them, lay scattered about the room. When we were settled, dozens of slaves bought us tray after tray of wine, bread, and foods I didn’t recognize. I passed on the cheese platter, ate as much meat as my belly would allow, and had to wave off the rest. Valen stuffed his little maw with fruits from a tray; his abdomen was visibly swollen after he was done, laying face down on the cool tiles of the Lady’s feast hall.


  This amount of food would feed a whole patrol for weeks; a month if carefully rationed. I could not possibly imagine eating even a noticeable fraction myself. Dorydd was much the same; she nibbled politely, drank, and then stared in defeat along with all of us at the massive mountain of food.


  “I’m going to die,” wailed Valen, his hands on his belly.


  “That’s what you get,” I said. “Greedy little kobold.”


  “You said food would make me strong!”


  “Nourishment will make you strong, gluttony will make you weak. This is an important lesson.”


  “I don’t want any more lessons.”


  Dorydd gently patted his head. “The pain will pass. Just try to keep your mind off the pain and focus on—”


  “Silence, dwarf! I…” He trembled, and then, in a shower of masticated fruit and nuts, threw up on the floor.


  The Lady’s slaves, almost as though expecting such a thing, moved over with cloths in hand. They cleaned stoically, one of them even dabbing Valen’s mouth.


  “Thank you,” I said. The slaves stared at me curiously, as though I had committed some social error.


  “We live to serve,” said one, his head shaved bare and neck collared, as all the rest. This seemed to be enough to satisfy them.


  The embarrassingly large amount of unused food bothered me. “What will become of the excess?”


  Again they seemed confused. “It will be discarded.”


  “But there is so much.”


  “The Lady of Stone and Clay earned her title because her workers constructed most every building in Everwatch. The coin that came with the construction was significant. Rest assured, the amount used to host you is a single grain of sand in this desert. Think nothing of it.”


  More talk of coins. Dorydd reclined on her cushion, a warm smile on her face. “I haven’t eaten like this in some time. Give the Lady our thanks.”


  Something about her reaction bothered me. Dorydd was a hard dwarf; she had a soft voice, certainly, but her hands were iron. Her body was a tight bundle of muscle and strength. I had always imagined one such as her would live simply, rough foods, rougher quarters, but she seemed almost familiar with this kind of hospitality.


  My line of thought was interrupted by Valen vomiting the last of his stomach contents onto the floor.


  “You will be shown to your quarters now,” said the leader of the slaves, unbothered by Valen’s display. “I hope they are to your liking.”


  Dorydd stood, gathering an armful of orange fruits. “If they are half as comfortable as the meal was delicious, I think we will sleep better tonight than we ever have.”


  I scooped up Valen and followed the slave out of the feast hall. We were led to a corridor full of doors. So many rooms all heading off one corridor reminded me of the sleeping chambers of Atikala, except in my home city only a curtain was used to divide rooms, and that was only to control noise. I understood the function of doors, but I still did not understand why they were necessary.


  “Your room is here,” said the slave, smiling as he turned the knob. “I am Z’ar. The silver bell within summons me. If you need anything, please feel free to call.”


  “Thank you,” I said to him. “I will let the Lady know that your service has been excellent.”



  That seemed to please him greatly. He bowed low and left us to our accommodation.


  The room was a smaller version of the feast hall—large cushions littered the ground, some big enough to sleep in. Food and water had been placed on one of the tables, stacked high. My stomach ached at the thought of eating more, although I didn’t recognise any of it from the feast. These were not leftovers.



  Dorydd stepped through the threshold, taking in the sights with a curious, excited expression that could have been Valen’s. “The Wasp-Men certainly know how to treat someone well, when they want to.”


  “They do,” I said, following her in. “But I wonder how their slaves sleep.”


  Some of the joy faded from Dorydd’s face, and so I didn’t press the point. She seemed happy, although I wondered how much of what she was experiencing was the ghost of happiness, taken from other memories. Did this place truly make her feel happy, or was the emotion an overflow from another time?


  I shrugged off my chainmail, my clothing, and unhooked my belt. Dorydd turned away, embarrassed, as I kicked off my pants. Valen squirmed out of my discarded tunic.


  “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’re here now. Only a few scant steps closer to discovering why, of course, but at least we have food.”


  “And what food we have,” said Valen, eagerly eyeing the table set out for us. Fruit. Meats. Some kind of liquid meal with floating chunks of something that looked delicious. At the centre of the table, prominently displayed, was a silver bell on a wooden disk.


  “Weren’t you sick before?”


  His tiny tongue brushed over his lips. “Yes, but I’m better now.”


  I slumped onto one of the pillows as he scampered away, climbing up one of the table legs towards the meal. “You’re not going to relax?” I asked Dorydd. “We don’t need our things here.”


  “I will,” she said, “but I think I will keep my clothes on.”


  “Why?” That question was an echo on my lips. This city was so foreign to me, but I realised at that moment that so many of my questions had been aimed at Dorydd, too. She was my friend—I was certain of this—but there was a lot I did not know of her. I had not actually seen her without her clothes on. She slept in them, bathed in them…whenever she changed, she did it away from our eyes. I was unused to this. Kobolds rarely wore clothes unless the climate required it, or their armour chafed without it. What was the point of wearing clothes when you didn’t need them?


  Then again, Dorydd knew little of me, too. I liked teaching her and learning from her in kind. Her earlier words, that we should find joy in discovering new things, suddenly rang a little truer.


  “It is personal,” said Dorydd, avoiding my gaze.


  “You don’t feel comfortable unless you have clothes on?” I didn’t understand. “Are all dwarves that way?”


  “Most, although my kind disrobe on occasion, when the time calls for it.”


  “And the time never calls for it when I am present?”


  “When anyone is present.”


  “Why?”


  Dorydd finally looked at me. “I have scars.”


  This was no significant revelation. “So do I. Most of them are gone, now, since I—since Northaven—but the point is, I had them.” The memory of how I’d felt when I saw myself in the mirror, how the sight of my own body so ruined had almost driven me to end my life, flashed back into my mind’s eye. I knew why Dorydd did not want me to see.


  “Some people find them unattractive,” she said. “I dislike how polite they are. How they look away, or look-without-looking, pretending too hard to not see them. I feel uncomfortable under their gaze.”


  “Do you think I would do such a thing?”


  Dorydd hesitated, then shook her head. “My scars are different.”


  “Do you think I care?”


  “No.”


  “Then why do you still fear me seeing them?”


  “Because…” she bit her lower lip. “I know in my mind that you are good, Ren of Atikala, and you would not judge me. But what the mind sees with perfect clarity the heart chooses to ignore.”


  Dorydd and I were sharing a serious, almost poetic moment, yet in the background all I could hear was munching and slurping as Valen stuffed his greedy face.


  “I understand.” I shifted my posture on the cushion I sat upon. “Then listen with your heart. Dwarf, kobold…we are imperfect. We have to come to accept this eventually, and choose not live for the approval of others. I do not know what wounds you hide, Dorydd of Thunderhelm, but if I bore them, anyone who would turn away from the sight of them I would call no true friend.”


  She kept her robe drawn around her, but she at least offered me a smile.


  “Thoughts for another day then,” I said, folding my hands behind my head and idly playing with my spines.


  “Agreed,” said Dorydd, sitting at last. She handed me one of the orange fruits she was carrying.


  I smelled it experimentally. Tangy and sweet. I rolled it around in my hands. “Fate certainly has a strange bias towards the negative. I find it a terrible shame that there are no scars for joy. We carry constant reminders of our pain, but none of our happiness. Why does our flesh not reflect our happy moments?”


  Her smile was at once whimsical and deeply wounded. “I do not know,” she said, a faint crack in her voice.


  “Something to think about,” I said, biting down on the fruit, and slurping its contents. “But—”


  “Shh.”


  Juice ran down my snout, dripping onto my chest. “What?”


  “Murmurs from the stones.” She put her hands to the stone, then her ear, as though trying to hear a faint voice. “Kobolds were here,” she said. “Just before us. Three of them.”


  “Slaves?”


  “They wore no collars,” said Dorydd, her face clouded. “And they did not move as the slaves did. They were not supposed to be here…the stones did not know them.” She ran her fingers across the smooth surface, as though trying to find some hidden crack. “Strangers. Unaccompanied. They walked in shadows and avoided prying eyes.”


  “Perhaps the Lady had other visitors.” I shrugged and bit the fruit again. “Who knows what goes on in this insane surfacer city.”


   Dorydd pressed her ear to the ground and strained to hear. I stopped eating, giving her quiet. The room was silent as Dorydd listened to a voice only she could hear.


  Completely silent, except for the faint sound of the clockwork in the distance and buzzing of Wasp-Men outside. No sounds of eating. I struggled out of the cushion, which seemed suddenly suffocating rather than comforting. I stumbled to my feet and darted over to the food table.


  Valen was face down in a bowl of fruit, unmoving.


  “Valen?”


  I turned him over. His scales were pale and blood trickled from his mouth.


  “They touched the food!” Dorydd’s face drained of colour as realisation came to her. “They poisoned it with powder!”


  I scooped Valen up, my heart seizing. He was completely limp, his red eyes rolled back into his head. Black blood stained his tear ducts and ran from the edges of his mouth, from his nostrils, and where his claws met his flesh. As I watched, blood-black foam lathered around his teeth.


  “Z’AR! Z’AR!” I snatched up the silver bell from the centre of the table, then flung it back and forth with all my strength. I ran to the door, bell in one hand and Valen in the other. Dorydd sprinted past me, driving her shoulder into the door and blowing it from its hinges, nearly killing the incoming servants on the other side.


  “Poison!” I gasped, stepping over the broken splinters of the door, holding the bleeding body of Valen in front of me. “The food was poisoned!”


  “Impossible,” said Z’ar, but the moment he saw Valen, his blood trickling onto my fingers, the human’s eyes widened.


  “Save him,” I pleaded. “Bring your healers. Summon—”


  Z’ar snatched Valen off me. Employing his long legs, the human turned and sprinted down the corridor, and then around a corner, leaving me a tear-stained mess crying into Dorydd’s robe, trying to understand why I had let this happen.


  Dorydd hugged me. Collared slaves tried to comfort me.


  “Save him,” I implored to the empty corridor.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER XIV


  



  



  



  Z’AR RETURNED TO US MOMENTS later, empty handed and out of breath. We were ushered away from the guest rooms and to a series of rooms adjacent to the slave’s quarters. Alarm bells rang out around the complex, barely heard over the buzzing of hundreds of wings all around us. The vibrations came through the floor, the walls, and the ceiling; slave soldiers filed down the corridors, armed to the teeth, wizards and other robed spellcasters accompanying them. The Lady must have summoned an army to surround the building. 


  As we sat surrounded by guards, I muttered arcane words of power. My vision faded, colourless except for magic, which shone as pinpricks of blue light all around us, even through the stones. Z’ar had magic. The weapons of the guards were magical. Wards and runes on the floor—areas where Z’ar carefully guided us around—glowed with a fierce, menacing light.


  The Wasp-Men were taking this seriously.


  “Where is Valen?” I asked, for what felt like the ten-thousandth time.


  One of the Lady’s slaves touched a stone to his ear. “Our apothecaries have him in the Chamber of Restoration. They have isolated the compound in use; it is a dire scorpion venom. Dangerous, but treatable with antitoxins and blood filtering. They are working on him as we speak.”


  “I see,” I said. Silence. “Z’ar, is it true the Wasp-Men value honesty and directness?”


  “Yes.”


  “And do their slaves share their values?”


  “To a point,” he admitted.


  “Then tell me truthfully, is he alive?”


  “The apothecaries are bonded servants to the Lady. Further, as alchemists, apothecaries are bound by the Oath of Graves, one which instructs every Wasp-Man to speak the truth in matters of the flesh. I can assure you, even the Lady of Stone and Clay could not possibly sway the words of one such as them. We would know if he had passed.”


  Even if this were true, was Z’ar so trustworthy? I looked to Dorydd. She looked at me. Silently we shared a concern, one I could not keep silent any longer. They valued truth, after all…


  “Assuming,” I said, “that the Lady is not behind the poisoning.”


  Z’ar looked down at me, genuinely offended. The other slaves around us—I noticed them less and less with every passing minute—stirred uncomfortably.


  “I can assure you, Ren, that the Lady treats this incident with as much gravity as you do. Unauthorised persons have infiltrated her private residence and attempted to murder her guest, a guest she went through significant effort to find. Whatever you think of the Wasp-Men and their customs, they treat those in their care fairly.” He listened to a conversation between two other slaves—relaying some kind of report by the external guards—and then once again addressed me. “If it helps, think of the situation this way. If we had wanted you poisoned, we would not use something as dramatic and easily overcome as dire scorpion venom. We would have used something much slower acting—bone-flayer poison perhaps, or extract of mummy rot—and then escort you from our premises to the ship we prepared for you. By the time symptoms developed, you would be deep in the desert and far too far away from any kind of treatment.”


  This was a good point. In lieu of the Wasp-Men, I could only suspect that Contremulus’s minions had been behind it. Had Pewdt beaten us to Eastwatch? It was my first thought, but the idea nagged at me. Dorydd had said the intruders were multiple kobolds. Why would he let me escape, only to poison me in some foreign city far from his sight? That made no sense.


  No more sense than the Wasp-Men poisoning me. Z’ar’s explanation aside, what did they stand to gain? If they had hoped to earn our trust by poisoning Valen, and then “saving” him, it had done the exact opposite. She seemed smarter than the kind who would provide poisoned food in her own home. I could sense Z’ar’s frustration and embarrassment, and it seemed genuine. This was not something they had planned.


  The most likely answer was some third party. I had seen no gnomes here, and Pewdt would have stood out with his blue hair. Was it Jhora’s men, here to seek revenge for what I’d done? Were they after Dorydd, perhaps?


  Why would they send kobolds? Humans would have attracted less attention, or any other race.


  Not having the answers frustrated me. I wanted to save Valen. I couldn’t do that if I had imperfect information.


  Dorydd rested her hand on my shoulder. “We’ll find out who’s behind this,” she said, her tone edged with promise. “And we will make them pay.”


  “My Lady will have her workers dispatched throughout Everwatch. They will offer ten thousand silvers for information.” Z’ar listened to his strange stone. “And she has locked down the city. None shall enter; none shall leave. These would-be assassins could not have gotten far.” He smiled reassuringly. “Do not fear, Lady Ren. There is nowhere out of this city save through the deserts. The Wasp-Men do not see well in the dark, but the outskirts are nothing but flat desert. None can hide from them there.”


  “Thank you,” I said, my words genuine. I wanted to know who had done this and why. “What can we—”


  Z’ar held up his finger, putting a jade stone to his ear, identical to the one the Lady had held. I fell silent, waiting.


  “Valen is resting,” he said. “Our apothecaries tell me he will live.”


  I could not believe it. Valen had looked dead to my eyes. The relief that filled my body was overwhelming, and my strength left me; if I had not focused on avoiding it, I might have fallen over. “How did you save him?”


  He touched a rune on the stone, which seemed to deactivate it. “Master Valen could not have picked a more advantageous place to be poisoned. Our healers are skilled and are highly sought after by foreigners. Further, Wasp-Men have stingers; this ever-present natural poison means Everwatch’s antitoxins are the finest on the continent. Due to the nature of my Lady’s condition, she is surrounded by apothecaries day and night. “


  That last bit caught my attention. “What is wrong with the Lady that would require such constant care?”


  Z’ar hesitated as though speaking out of turn. “I’m sorry, but I cannot discuss such matters with an outsider. The matter is well known within Everwatch, though it is one which should be left to the Lady to explain.”


  “I want to see Valen.”


  Sympathetic but firm, Z’ar shook his head. “The Lady’s orders are that Master Valen is to rest. Trust me, Lady Ren, it is for the best.”


  I folded my arms in front of me. “Then I think it is time we spoke to her again.”
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  If anything convinced me that the Lady had nothing to do with the poisoning, it was the pained, twisted look on her insectoid face. Even her servants seemed as though the poison had been given to one of their own.


  “Ren,” said Leali, her voice unable to hide a tremor that filtered through every word. “The Lady of Stone and Clay has given me permission to address you directly, as this seems to be more in keeping with your personal morals. She wishes to have me beg for your forgiveness. To have something like this occur under her own roof is inexcusable. We all share the guilt of this pain. The only ray of light in this whole affair is that Valen will live.”


  That, too, was the only thing I was vaguely grateful for. As much as I needed answers, I needed to make sure of this myself.



  “I want to see him.”


  Wordlessly, as though expecting this request, the Lady beckoned to the doorway. A wheeled box was brought in. Valen lay atop, several tubes and pipes leading out of his body and to bottles full of strange fluids. His eyelids fluttered open. I gave him a little wave. He managed to return it, although the strength had clearly fled his tiny body.


  “Good.” I turned back to the Lady. “I think it’s time we left.”


  “Leaving?” Leali inclined her head. “Why?”


  “To be frank,” I said, acutely aware that the Lady of Stone and Clay was listening, “the mark of righteousness is how one treats those they have power over; pleasant slavery is still slavery, and the whole business leaves the taste of dirt on my lips.”


  Leali, uncomfortable with the topic, smiled. A genuine smile. “Serving is not such a distasteful thing as you make it out to be. Often we are forced to do things against our wills, in our lifetimes. Surely you have experienced the same.”


  Had I? It was a hard question for me to answer. I had wanted to kill the gnomes outside Atikala, and I had walked my patrols with honest fervour. So far, every action I’d taken in my life had been one of my choosing. I had agency in Drathari. If I didn’t, if my fate wasn’t my own, I don’t know what I would do.


  “There’s something that I’ve been thinking about since we came here,” I said. “The slaving parties would have captured us outside, but they stopped when they realised who I was. Why? The Lady says my fame has preceded me. I trust her in that matter, however now we are in her house, and she keeps us as honoured guests, fed to excess and kept in a beautiful room. She treats us well. As she treats other pieces of her property.”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Dorydd staring at me. The guards surrounding the Lady did not react, so I continued. “I mentioned Contremulus’s name, and she did not seem interested in discussing him. Of those I have spoken to of Contremulus, I have seen only three reactions: servitude, hatred, and fear. I have spent a considerable amount of time in Contremulus’s clutches. Never would I imagine anyone who truly knows him to react with apathy.


  “It is true we have been treated well. But I cannot help think that, had Valen not been poisoned—an event I truly think you had nothing to do with, Lady of Stone and Clay—we would be collared just as all your other properties, be they collars of iron or our own free will.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “You know a lot about the fallen star, Lady of Stone and Clay. I don’t think you want to turn us over to Contremulus. You want me in the same way he does. You’re just more polite about it.”


  The Lady of Stone and Clay buzzed and clicked to her translator, who did not immediately turn her words into Draconic.


  “Lady Ren,” said Leali when the Lady was finished, “I understand the circumstances have been stressful of late. You have barely rested from the road and already one of your companions has been harmed. You are right when you say that we had certain…hopes regarding your presence here. Many whispers filtered down from Northaven about your abilities, rumoured or actual. Please understand when I say, however, that we are not like Contremulus. We know of your imprisonment. Of the treatment you had endured. We would never be so cruel with you. You have my word.”


  “If words were enough to convince people to follow you,” I said, “your slaves would not wear collars.”


  There was a tense silence as the Lady thought over her response. When she spoke again, I detected a distinct edge to her clicks and buzzes.


  “Lady Ren, the Lady feels she has been more than accommodating, especially given your repeated insults of our people and our way of life. She has treated you well. She would continue to treat you well in the future. You, Lady Dorydd, and your departed friend’s child. You would all have a place here. Treated well. We would respect your rights. You would be free.”


  I said nothing for a moment. Then, “When I first entered this room, you spoke of Valen as my child. Yes?”


  “Yes,” said Leali, translating the Lady’s response.


  “And I did not correct you on this matter?”


  Another long pause as the Lady thought over her response.


  “You did not,” translated Leali. “In answer to your unspoken question, one of our contacts gave us this information. In order to protect them, we initially kept this information to ourselves.”


  Their contacts? Nobody alive, save myself and Dorydd, knew of Valen’s patronage. I racked my mind to try to think of who the contact might be.


  Contremulus never asked about Valen. Tzala? I tried to remember if she knew.


  No. It seemed like a lifetime ago, but even if I had mentioned, offhandedly, this fact to Tzala on the way to Ssarsdale, there was no way my own mother would be betray me so. She had strong wit, powerful magic, and was all the way in Ssarsdale.


  There was only one other who knew but still drew breath.


  “Pewdt.” I kept my voice even. “You have access to Pewdt.”


  Pewdt was significantly less loyal than I had previously imagined. It didn’t honestly surprise me; such a cruel and capricious gnome with a matching vicious, sadistic demeanour was hardly the kind of person who would have loyalty as one of his attributes. That also explained how he come into possession of Wasp-Man issued crossbow bolts and poisons. I remembered their sting vividly, the feeling of his knife as it cut me.


  Leali said nothing, looking once again to the Lady for approval, which told me everything I needed to know.


  “You said that I would be free,” I said. “Would I be free to leave?”


  “We would need certain things,” said Leali, “but yes. You could travel, assuming you returned on occasion.”


  “For how long?”


  “I cannot answer that.”


  Then the matter was settled. “And I cannot agree to an indefinite suspension of my freedom.” I bowed low, respectfully. “Thank you for hosting us, Lady of Stone and Clay, and thank you for your attention towards Valen, but it is time that we departed. We will head south towards the Thunderhelm territories, and bid you a fond farewell.”


  The Lady spoke, and Leali folded her hands behind her. “The Lady has expended coin holding a ship for you and preparing for your voyage. She requests you reconsider.”


  Her Wasp-Man guards stiffened as though hearing some silent command. Their spears fell into their hands, and their wings unfurled.


  “Requests?” I couldn’t keep the snide out of my tone. “And what if I do not oblige her?”


  “It will be unpleasant for all concerned,” said Leali. “An unnecessary complication.”


  “Then I’m afraid I must complicate things.”


  To my side, I sensed a subtle change in Dorydd’s posture. The same one I had sensed whenever she was getting ready to fight.


  “Ren,” said Leali, her tone gilded with pleading. “Do not do this.”


  It was already done. I drew my weapon. The Wasp-Men guards leapt into the air, surrounding the Lady, making a shield out of their bodies. They needed to protect their mistress, but I too had someone I needed to care for.


  I ran to Valen’s wheeled carriage. Already the little kobold was pulling the various tubes out of his body; they were attached to tiny needles, each one slipped between one of his minuscule scales. Dorydd beat me there, snatching him up and cupping him in her arms. With everything we needed, we made for the door.


  Two Wasp-Men flew down from the ceiling, blocking our path. Dorydd didn’t even slow down; she tucked Valen into her jacket, swatted away the tips of their spears with her hands, and then charged straight through them, her wide frame blasting the fragile insects out of the way.


  The outside sun burned my eyes. I let Dorydd lead me, keeping my shield tucked close to my body. She led us into the crowd. Shouts, cries, and strange buzz-clicking of the Wasp-Men language filled the air all around us.


  The crowds parted as though on command. Every Wasp-Man, or anyone wearing one of their collars, gave us a wide berth. Evidently the collars did more than record their subject’s spoken words; they were capable of some form of communication I didn’t understand.


  The pyramids were an obstacle to walk around but gave no cover from the sky. Swarms of Wasp-Men gathered above, waiting for the crowd to thin out. Their eyesight didn’t appear to be outstanding, but it didn’t matter. It was just a matter of time.


  There was nowhere to hide.


  Dorydd ran between two smaller pyramids, crouching low, and I followed her. I thought about ditching my shield, and perhaps donning some disguise as I had in Northaven.


  “This way,” said Dorydd, a panicked edge to her words that mirrored how I felt. She led us in a winding, snakelike path between pyramids, an eye cast skyward looking for pursuit.


  She nearly ran over Z’ar, who blocked the narrow gap ahead of us.


  “Lady Dorydd, Lady Ren,” he said, holding his hands up before him. He was holding four vials that glowed with an inner silver light. “You know escape from Everwatch is impossible for you, just as it was for your would-be assassins.” He jingled the tiny glass bottles as though trying to tell us something. “Come with me, back to my mistress, and all will be forgiven.”


  Dorydd balled her fists and went to strike, but I grabbed her arm. Something was terribly off about this. Why was Z’ar here?


  Wordlessly, Z’ar tossed one of the vials to Dorydd, then another. The other two were offered to me.


  “Lady Ren, why do you continue to resist?” He spoke not to me, but into his collar, giving me a meaningful look. “You know these potions will not help you.”


  I took the glass bottles. They were ice cold to the touch, almost uncomfortably so.


  Thank you, I mouthed, and then I stepped up to Z’ar. My head came up to his waist. Ever so slightly, I pushed him on the hip. He cried out and slumped into the sand.


  “No, Ren! Stop! You’re hurting me!” He gave a convincing yelp of pain. “Here, take them! Please! Do not kill me!”


  “This will never work,” Dorydd muttered, almost too loud. Valen hushed her.


  I gave Z’ar the weakest kick I could, and then uncorked the vial, holding it in my shield hand. He opened his eyes, winked at me, and then closed them with a loud groan.


  With Wasp-Men overhead and the sound of feet on sand all around me, I threw my head back, pouring the freezing liquid down my throat.


  A shiver ran up my whole body, from my tail to my snout. My scales were frozen, standing on end as the icy fluid churned in my belly.


  Nothing else happened. The guards came around the corner. I drew my blade, ready to receive them. It was outlined in a strange fire unlike any I’d seen before, black as the night, seeming to suck in all the light around it. My hands had the same effect.


  The Wasp-Men flew right over my head, seeming not to see me, buzzing and clicking to each other. They saw Z’ar and stopped by him. One produced a wet cloth, dabbing at his forehead. I was a few feet away, standing out in the open, but they showed no reaction to my presence.


  Dorydd was nowhere to be seen. However, nearby, an empty vial identical to the one in my hand lay half buried in the sand.


  My arcane studies had taught me of invisibility, wrought by magic or potions or any number of sources. I had never experienced it myself until now. Knowing the effect would not last long, and knowing that effect would hide only my appearance and not my footsteps or voice, I took care to keep my tail out of the sand and power walked away from Z’ar as fast as I could.


  I was on my own.


  Shrouded by the magic in the potions, I risked a glance at the clock in the centre of the town. The hands were at right angles. I didn’t fully understand the intricacies of the mechanical device, but as I watched, one of the hands moved. And then it moved again. A heartbeat’s length, more or less.


  That would do. I weaved my way between pyramids, making my way to the west. A strange discomfort grew in my belly, as though the illusionary magic were having some kind of secondary effect on my metabolism, but the longer I walked the more I realised what the true cause was.


  Being alone reminded me of Contremulus’s dungeon. Fear made my blood race.


  Kurdax called to me now, for the first time since I had come to Eastwatch. Kill! Kill the Lady who brought this misery upon you!


  The more I thought of it, the more it ate at me, clinging to the fore of my consciousness and refusing to let go. The gap between the pyramids seemed to shrink, and their tips grew, as though the angled slopes were becoming walls.


  I was trapped. Trapped by impassable stone.


  The Wasp-Men would catch me and lock me up, just like Contremulus did. They’d torture me too.


  I couldn’t go back.


  I wouldn’t go back.


  My vision became spotty, the dark flames wafting off my flesh suddenly frighteningly real. I had burned my hand in the fire, days ago. Now I was burning alive. Z’ar had tricked me! He had poisoned me as he had poisoned Valen! It was all a lie!


  My vision swam, and I stumbled, almost falling face down in the sand. The act was enough to break fear’s stranglehold on my throat. Air filled my lungs; the spots in front of my eyes receded, and I realised the source of my suffocation.


  I’d been holding my breath.


  Berating myself for wasting precious moments of invisibility, I ran, my feet kicking up puffs of sand. It was a risk—if I was seen, I’d be in trouble—but I trusted in the magic to hide me. I had no idea where I was going. I could only follow my sense of direction.


  Somehow, through sheer dumb luck, I reached the edge of Everwatch right as the potion’s magic began to fade. The sky above me was clear, as was the path to the mountains, but it was across open desert with the afternoon sun at my back. I would be easily spotted if I attempted to cross it. I had another potion, but it would never last the distance.


  So I waited, crouched by the base of a pyramid near the edge of the city, for hours with nothing but the constant ticking of the main clock for company. It seemed to prolong the wait; the passing of time was all I could think of, of how little I had of it, and how at any moment, I could be caught.


  Tick, tock. Tick, tock. This must have been what being a Wasp-Man was like, living in perpetual worry that the cogs would stop, the sun would freeze in place, and all would end.


  Finally, as though taking mercy upon my sanity, the sun sank well below the horizon, and the glare returned to a manageable level.


  What Z’ar had told me about Wasp-Men’s eyes had proved to be correct. The insects flew much closer to the ground at night, using torches to see, almost at walking level. Now, cloaked in darkness, the open terrain favoured me. The light let the Wasp-Men see for a matter of feet, but their torches would be visible for miles. 


  The patrols were easily evaded. Within hours the mountains swallowed me back up, and the grinding, clicking, ticking of Everwatch was only audible if I strained to hear it.


  I waited.


  Dorydd did not have my advantage of night vision, and she was much larger. She also didn’t have her spells…she was fast, strong too, but strength mattered little when faced against the might of a city. A city with fliers, arcanists, and an army of slaves.


  The moon was high in the sky as I saw her. A squat, long-haired dot moving across the sands, weaving as I had done between Wasp-Man patrols. Many times I thought she would surely stumble into them, but as though someone were guiding her, she always steered around them.


  I raced down to meet her. As I grew close, I heard Valen’s voice.


  “There she is,” he said.


  Dorydd squinted to see. “Where?”


  “Here,” I said, and I wrapped her in a tight hug.


  “I helped,” said Valen, sounding as proud as I’d ever heard him.


  “You did,” I said, and for the first time in a long time, I thought everything just might be okay. “Let’s get going.”


  “South?” Asked Dorydd.


  “No.” I did want to see Dorydd’s people, and I could tell she wanted to go home as well, but it could not be. “I mentioned to the Lady that we were heading that way.” I steeled myself, worried Dorydd might refuse. “The Lady mentioned the fallen star. Something is happening at the wound in Drathari where Atikala once was. We need to go there.”


  “Head north? Back the way we came?” Dorydd seemed confused. “Why?”


  I wished, truly, I could give a better answer than the truth. “I just feel it has something to do with why I’m still alive. Why fire burns me. Why everyone seems to know who I am and want to…do terrible things to me.”


  Her expression turned sceptical. “You saw the blockade stopping us from heading east of Northaven. Even if we could find the ships of the Lady, they would never let us aboard, and we cannot sail with the two of us.”


  “I know,” I said. “But we have to try.”


  “Well…some illumination in these matters would be welcome. Honestly, I would not expect much pursuit; neither Contremulus nor the Lady would likely expect us to head straight into danger.” Her face lit up. “Hells. It’s genius, actually. If we do not know what we’re doing, I can hardly expect our pursuers to have even the slightest notion.”


  I wanted to protest, but it was a good point.


  We set out under the light of the moon, Valen helping Dorydd see, and my eyes were firmly affixed on the north.


  Little did I know the north gazed back at us.
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  THE NIGHT AIR OF THE desert was colder than I had expected. Colder than when we had arrived. How could the land change so quickly in just a few days? We set a brutal pace, only slowing when Everwatch’s clock was far behind us.


  We made camp in the craggy rocks, confident in their cover. We took stock of our supplies. Dorydd had used both of Z’ar’s potions in the escape, but I still had one of mine. Luckily we had taken our packs with us when we last stood before the Lady, and had enough food, water, and other provisions to make the trip to Ssarsdale.


  I fed Valen with some of the glowbug meat from my pack. He settled into the boot to sleep, although I noticed with a distinct but well concealed bit of pride that he was having a little trouble fitting. Hatchlings grew up fast, and in a few short weeks, he would be too big for the boot. A month after that, too big to carry. Hopefully we would not be still on the road as his legs would be still too small for long journeys.


  The air was too cold, though. We couldn’t risk a fire, so there was only one other option. I scooped Valen out of the boot. He squealed in protest but calmed when I pressed him against my belly, and then I crawled over to Dorydd’s bedroll, opened the top, and slid inside against her body, and then closed my eyes.


  I could feel Dorydd’s eyes on me.


  “Ren?”


  “Yes?”


  “What are you doing?”


  I wiggled, nestling down against her strong chest. “Trying to sleep.”


  “Yes. I know. In my bed.”


  “You’re really warm. Besides, it’s big enough to fit us,” I said, cracking my eyes open. I couldn’t help but laugh at the slightly terrified look on her face. “What?”


  “I…Ren. A person’s bed is private.”


  “Really?” I scrunched up my snout. “Sleeping together for warmth is common in the underworld. The night is freezing.”


  “Have an extra blanket. There’s one in my backpack.”


  “One day you should explain to me exactly why we should sleep colder than we have to, Dorydd.” I took Valen out and searched through her backpack until I found a tightly bound roll of fabric. This couldn’t be as good as body heat. I unrolled it over the top of my bedroll, both sides spilling over and onto the sand. The blanket was a strange grid of embodied squares. Each was a work of art, animals, a rising sun, stars, faces, household items…varied, different, unique. I touched it with my hands, inspecting the fabric. I had dirtied it.


  “What is this?” I asked.


  “A patchwork blanket. It’s made from the clothes of my parents.” Dorydd’s voice was soft but easy to hear in the quiet, cold desert air. “When a dwarf dies, the members of their family stitch the best and most memorable pieces of clothing the deceased owned into a massive blankets for their surviving children.”


  I didn’t quite know how to ask this so I asked. “What if you die? What’s your best piece of clothing?”


  “It’s not necessary. I don’t have any children.” Her voice wavered. “Not anymore.”


  Curiosity tugged at me, but I knew better than to listen. “Good night Dorydd,” I said.


  “Good night, Ren.”


  Soon she and Valen were asleep. Eventually so was I, dreaming of fire and darkness, questions playing around in my mind, unanswered.
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  I don’t know what time it was, but I awoke sometime in the night to the sound of movement. Distant but getting closer.


  Fog enveloped everything. The others had not heard the sound. Dorydd slept in her bedroll. Valen was snuggled up inside the Khavi-boot. I almost roused them, but my friends would need their rest; I should discover if this was a threat.


  An orc wandered into our camp.


  I had never seen one before, bright green skin, large tusks, feet like anvils. Feet that dragged on the ground. In his strong hands, he clutched a book. An unusual book. Wet. Sopping, as though pulled from a river, its ink running from the pages. Around his neck were a pair of boots, tied like the Khavi-boots that were only a few yards away.


  Where did this orc come from, dragging himself through the fog? Why was he so unlike his kin? This monster, who seemed to have a story all his own. Kurdax didn’t call to me. This orc wasn’t a threat.


  The orc didn’t seem to notice me or the others. He inspired many questions, but answers were not forthcoming, and I could not risk their asking. Then he left, disappearing into the fog just as quickly he had arrived.


  I had seen enough dreams to know the difference between truth and imagination, but for the first time in my life, I doubted if I had truly, indeed, seen him.
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  I told Dorydd of the orc. She was curious, concerned even, but nothing came of it, and we journeyed onward. 


  It took us two weeks to get back to the Worldcrown. In that time, we saw no threats from the north, nor Wasp-Men from the south. I refused to believe that our luck had held out, but as the days passed, my guard relaxed.


  As we approached the eastern barricade, we saw it had been dismantled. Dorydd and I discussed the matter; we concluded that our ruse had been successful, and that Contremulus had assumed we had pressed on south.


  In the early morning of the day, we were due to arrive at the great hole in the ground where the fallen star had plummeted straight down and crushed Atikala, something happened I had not expected.


  It snowed.


  I knew of winter and had since I was hatched, but I never understood what it truly meant until today. Dorydd had not lied; we had a perception of time in the underworld, but there were no seasons, nor true days or months. However, our language was borrowed from dragons who knew of such things. We applied these concepts in the best way we could. A day was a period of sleep and wakening. A week was seven days, a month was four weeks, a year was twelve months. Winter was the fourth quarter of a year.


  I did not understand what was happening at first. I had never seen anything like it before in my life. Little pieces of cloud fell from the heavens in a soft powdery shower, fragments that turned to water as they touched the ground.


  At first I was afraid, reluctant to let the powder touch me, but Dorydd did not seem bothered by it. I was struck by how little my people truly understood of the world around them. Of such sublime beauty.


  “What are these?” I asked, watching as the white puffs melted to nothing in my hand.


  Dorydd chuckled. “They, my little kobold friend, are snowflakes. This is the first of winter’s snow.” 


  Snow. I ran around, giggling inanely, catching each of the frozen little puffs with my tongue and swallowing them. The cold was refreshing, invigorating, and my nose danced with how beautiful everything smelled. Rich and complete.


  Dorydd, seemingly accustomed to such things, smiled as though she was watching a child. I didn’t care.


  The powder spun around me, blown by the wind. Over and over I stuck my tongue out, catching one of the puffs and pulling it into my mouth. Valen was initially cautious, afraid of the strange weather he had no experience with, but when he saw we were not afraid, he squirmed out of his boot, jumped down into the powder with a soft plop, then ran off, his black form leaping over a pile of the stuff. I made to chase him, but Dorydd touched my shoulder.


  “There’s no danger,” she said. “Let him play.” Her suggestion clearly not just meant for him.


  It was beautiful in a way I’d never seen before. I laughed, crouching down and scooping up a handful, letting it run through my fingers. “What exactly is this snow?” 


  “Frozen water, falling from the sky. A mixed omen for us; our rate of travel will be greatly slowed, but our chances of remaining unseen will increase.” She cast her eyes out to the horizon. “As long as we stay warm, we should be fine.”


  I leapt into the snow, wiggling into the powder, using my tail to swim through it. I ate a mouthful, but spat it out. It had dirt in it. No matter. I tried some more, and this time I caught a mouth full of pure, white snow.


  It tasted good, clean. I tried again, sinking my face into the white powder. My teeth hit something hard. Laughing, I burrowed my hands under the snow, scooped up the thing, and pulled it to the surface.


  A kobold skull, flesh still clinging to the bones, eyes half-rotten empty pools. The scales were peeling off, jaw hanging by a thread, the meat frozen and hard as rock.


  “K…Khavi?”


  No. Impossible. I stood, using my tail to keep myself steady. This place—this wide open space, every tree where it was. I mentally pulled back the sheets of snow, picturing the scene below in my mind’s eye. Painting it green, casting off the white weight bending the branches, turning back the seasons.


  This was the place.


  This was where he died.


  “Khavi! Khavi!”


  I tucked the head under my arm, frantically digging in the snow. I found an arm, frozen hard as the rock, skin withered and clinging to it like mould. I found a rib. A collar bone. Several pieces of tail, broken into icy hunks. His greatsword, rusted and chipped. And then I found the rest of the body—skin torn away, flayed alive, leaving just the muscles exposed. The skeleton was not buried and left to rot. They had just left him here in the sun, a meal of carrion for the scavengers. A butchered, used corpse, thrown on the ground like refuse, its skin taken and turned into boots.


  Hesitant, as though hoping beyond hope it was not really the body of my friend, I brushed aside some of the white snow, revealing more and more, until the evidence was incontrovertible. I pulled the frozen body out of the snow, pressing him to my chest. Tiny worms wiggled through the remains of his flesh, leaving a skeleton that crumbled as I held it, despite my frantic efforts to keep his body together. 


  I held his remains in my hands, tunelessly wailing as though the sound could carry away my grief. My friend. My training partner, second in command, and someone I had spent my entire life with. I had promised to breed with him. I’d promised because the thought would keep him alive, but I’d kissed him too, and there was no debt in that. I knew, right then, that in the end I’d come to love him. That flawed, angry, impulsive, stupid kobold.


  Now he was rotting flesh and meat, dead and nothing. A dead, empty shell. It was only now that he was gone that I really understood what Tyermumtican had meant about love. Why they called him Laughless. Khavi’s bones stole joy from my heart. It hurt to be deprived of that which had given me so much happiness. Dorydd had said the same.


  A pain beyond that of Contremulus’s dungeons. The loss of someone I would never have the chance to be with again.


  Dorydd came to me, fearing danger had finally caught us, but she stopped when she saw what I’d found. Even Valen, his dark scales outlined against the white, watched with a quiet understanding. I knew what he was seeing. Memories of a life lived before he had even existed kindled by the sight of his father before him.


  The storm picked up, and wind howled around me, snatching the heat away from my body. I didn’t care. I howled along with it, holding Khavi’s body to mine as the tears froze on my face. Soon I was buried up to my waist in snow, and Dorydd wrapped me in her patchwork blanket.


  The sun began to rise. Time was drawing short. We were close to the hole in the ground now. So close.


  As much as I wanted to stay there forever, holding Khavi’s remains and thinking of better times, I knew we had to get going. In the daylight, in the open, black dots on white, we would be exposed. We couldn’t risk staying here. We had to move on.


  I had one more thing I had to do first.


  I’d promised Khavi I would bury him.
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  We dug a grave for Khavi’s body underneath a tall tree, just south of where he died. Dorydd and I toiled while Valen watched. The little kobold was silent, morose, staring at the hole in the ground as though expecting some greater truth to reveal itself.


  Before I truly understood what an undertaking it was I had told Khavi that if he died on the surface, I would bury him here. Regardless of the urgency of our situation, it was time to keep my word.


  Piece by piece, I placed every part of him we could find into the grave, laying out Khavi’s bones as neatly and accurately as I could. Not for any practical reason that I yet understood, but because it felt respectful. It felt right.


  With his body arranged, I covered him with a blanket, and I laid his sword—polished and cleaned as best I could—across his chest, his near-fleshless yellow bone hands gripping the hilt. The boots made from his hide were placed below his feet.


  We gathered around the open grave. Dorydd asked me what funeral rites kobolds had. I told her we didn’t have any. The dead were empty vessels, left for scavengers to carry away. In times of hunger or need we might even eat the dead; there was no shame in this, nothing save the taste. Nothing would be wasted, and we placed no special value on a corpse.


  Everything I knew about burying the dead I had learnt from No-Kill. So, with nothing from my people to guide us, Dorydd sang. This time, instead of the even, rhythmic music she used when we marched, this was a low, mournful wail. It rose and fell as though it were the wind, and I hoped that if Khavi was somehow watching us through a restful spirit still tethered to the world, or through the eyes of his living son, he would approve.


  I knew in my heart he would probably find it stupid.


  “You’re wasting your time,” he would have said, hissing the words into my mind’s ear. “Contremulus marches on you. On Dorydd. On my son. Yet you squander time and body heat singing to a corpse? All bones and no meat; you couldn’t eat me if you wanted to.”


  It was better than hearing Kurdax. Khavi would have been angry, surely, but I didn’t feel regret. Saying goodbye to Khavi was not done for his benefit. His spirit had long since fled his body, gone to wherever souls went, the link to their mortal form expired, now that the Gods were dead.


  No. The act was not for him. I said goodbye for myself.


  Dorydd’s song ended, trailing off into a moment of silence. An empty hollowness followed. Just nothing. Killing Jhora had not brought me any peace. Neither had burying Khavi. He was still dead. Still boots and a rotten corpse.


  “Are you going to cover him?” said Valen.


  “Yes.”


  “Why? The beasts of this world will take care of him soon enough.”


  “They haven’t yet,” I said. I knew Valen was drawing upon his racial memories, using them to guide his conclusions, but his knowledge came from a life below the surface. “The rules here are different. Here we must bury our dead.”


  “This is such a waste of time.” Spoken as though he were, indeed, channelling his father through his lips. “The sun burns me. Can we wait for the white stuff to cover him?”


  “It will melt in the heat of the day,” said Dorydd. “Besides, the work won’t take a moment. Valen, did you want to lay the first handful of soil?”


  He did so, taking a clump of frozen dirt and—with palpable anger and frustration—throwing it into the open grave. It hit Khavi in the head.


  “There. Now hurry up.”


  I was too sad to chastise him. Dorydd and I pushed in the pile of dirt from both sides. My chest hurt as the dirt covered Khavi’s face, swallowing him forever.


  We walked over the earth to compact it, used snow to cover the disturbed ground, and then we were ready. Dorydd collected our camp supplies. Valen went off on his own. I wanted to give him space, but I was worried with how often he was leaving me. I approached him.


  “How are you feeling?” I asked.


  Valen picked at his teeth with his tiny claw. “Frustrated. Angry. I want to leave this place. I feel as though we are in danger.” He turned to me, little tail twitching behind him. “And I am angry at you.”


  “At me? Why?”


  “I feel as though you don’t have my best interests at heart.”


  “I do,” I said. “I am in charge. I am the nominated patrol leader, appointed by the city of Atikala—”


  “See, I’ve been thinking about this. About you being in charge. Atikala is gone, you told me so yourself.” Valen crossed his arms. “So why? Why are you in charge now?”


  “Because I’m the oldest.”


  “Age is irrelevant, leadership should be based on merit.”



  That wasn’t exactly what I meant. “Because I am the most experienced.”


  “Also irrelevant when you make so many mistakes.”


  I ground my teeth. “To what mistakes do you refer?”


  “Where do I begin? I could give specifics, but why bother? You waste time on frivolities. You delay. You make tactically unsound decisions. You seem to have some kind of affinity for these humans and their allies. You let the dwarf come with us. You tell me the world works one way, but my eyes and my instincts tell me another.”


  “You would have just left Khavi’s body rotting in a field?”


  “Yes. Of course. In case you have forgotten, Ren of Atikala, I doubt the Wasp-Men of Everwatch will be quick to give up the chase. Aside from them, we are pursued by a wicked dragon with all manner of spellcasters, soldiers, knights, and beasts at his command. “ His red eyes narrowed. “And yet we waste more time here.”


  Valen’s argumentativeness grated on me. “It was important.”


  “Hardly. Assuming what you have told me is true, and this Contremulus even exists.”


  I forced my tone to remain even. “Of course Contremulus is real. I saved you from his clutches—”


  “So you have told me, when I was an egg. And yet I see no evidence of dragons. No blades hunting us. Nothing except the Wasp-Men, enemies of your making.”


  “What about Pewdt, and those who followed him, attacking us in the desert?”


  “They could have been anyone.”


  “Bah.” Words escaped me in a hiss. “So what are your orders, Leader Valen? Tell me of your four weeks of wisdom so I, humble insect with merely several hundred, may mindlessly obey!”


  Sarcasm, it seemed, was not part of our racial memory. Valen jabbed a finger at Dorydd. “My first order is for you to use your magic to destroy that dwarf.”


  I snorted derisively. “No.”


  “Then you are a traitor! A deviant! You live outside the natural order, and I swear to destroy you!”


  He was barely six inches tall. I lidded my eyes. We did not have time for this. “You wish to challenge me for leadership of this patrol.”


  “Yes.”


  “Very well. Set the conditions of your challenge.”


  Valen considered. “A fight to the death.”


  “A foolish choice. If I die, then Dorydd will just leave, and you will have command of no one.”


  He considered further. “Then…to first blood.”


  “This will weaken us and hinder our escape.”


  “Then…then to the first blow struck true—”


  I swung my backhand out, catching Valen in the chest, knocking him flat onto his back, disappearing completely within the snow.


  “I win.” I stood, adjusting my belt.


  He snarled and sprung back to his feet. “You cheated! I was not ready!”


  “Then the challenge has served a dual purpose. I am clearly in command once again, and you have learnt that your enemies will take advantage of your stupidity if you let them.”


  “If you were a real enemy I would never have given you the chance to trick me.”


  He had a warrior’s blood and fire, not a leader’s wisdom. Just like his father. “And yet you were tricked. Learn from this.” I had no more patience for Valen. “Let us make haste; the sun is climbing, and the great hole in Drathari is not far away.”


  Valen’s jaw twitched, words threatening to spill forth, but he kept his composure long enough to turn and storm away, stomping through the snow that came up to his waist.


  Dorydd drifted to my side.


  “How much did you hear?” I asked, fearing the answer.


  “Enough. Amazing how he can grow so quickly. Humans take ten years to reach their rebellious years. Dwarves, nearly twice as long. Elves a hundred. Yet he…at merely weeks old…is already disrespectful, rude, and combative.” She folded her arms. “It’s quite impressive.”


  She clearly knew much more than I did about raising children. “Will he get worse or better?”


  “Neither. He will simply be different.” Dorydd stared at Valen’s back as he stomped away. “Valen is an individual, Ren. Just like you and I. He has to find his own path. Remember what Banehal said…it’s still too early to see his shadow in the light. None can say what Khavi’s child will become in the end.”


  I clung to that hope as I shouldered my pack and began the last of my journey, but for the first time, I felt my eyes look down for danger instead of to the sky.
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  Valen walked ahead of us, his tiny legs pumping. Dorydd and I walked slower, giving him the space he no doubt needed. She and I spoke little, focusing on our surroundings.


  Eventually the sun climbed high in the sky, and we moved to the tree line, ready to rest until night came. Valen, to my relief, slid in beside me as I was taking off my haversack. He seemed to have calmed down at last. Dorydd saw him and moved away, giving us space. I thanked her with my eyes.


  “Ren,” Valen asked, “I’m sorry.”


  That he had apologised brought much comfort to me. “The incident is forgotten,” I said.


  “Ren?” he asked.


  “Yes, Valen?” 


  “Why do we die?”


  It was a hard question to answer, especially in light of so recently finding Khavi’s remains. I wanted to say that death was unfair, that nobody should have to die, but the practical, logical side of me that was kobold won out.


  “We die because the world is finite. If we reproduced forever, then Drathari would be covered in flesh, and there would be no space for anyone. So we all have a small amount of time in the world, and then we leave it to make room for others. In a sense, we live on in our children. Some part of Khavi lives in you, and your mother, Faala. Their blood, together, flows through your veins. Parts of their memories live on in you. In a sense, you are them.”


  “No,” he said, “I’m me.”


  I smiled widely. Maybe I was wrong about him. “That you are, little one.”


  He nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t want to die.”


  “Me either.”


  “I won’t. I mean it. I’m going to live forever.”


  A human might have lied, a white lie to protect his feelings, but that was not our way. Our way was truth, even if that truth was hurtful. “No, child, you won’t. Neither will I. Soon we will make room for someone else, and they will have their turn on this world.”


  “That seems inefficient,” he said. “If someone is good—skilled, brave, strong—they should live for longer. Maybe forever, if they are very good.”



  “Such things you have yet to prove. Nothing comes free. Skills, strength, bravery, these things must be earned. You have only just graduated from living in a boot. Be patient.”


  He grumbled. I decided to change the subject. “What do you want to be good at?”


  He thought for a while, chewing on his lower lip. I could not have answered this question at his age, nor was it truly fair to ask him. Even with his racial memories, his ability to speak and learn from me, he was still a child in his perceptions. He had seen but a sliver of the world.


  “What can I choose?” Valen asked. “What can I become?”


  I smiled as broadly as I could. “Whatever you want to be.”


  Valen seemed to like that answer. “I want to be good at killing,” he said, in a tone that made my blood run cold. “I want to be able to beat anyone. That way nobody can kill me. Ever.”


  “Those who speak so easily of killing,” I said, “have either killed too many or none at all. The weight of death is a terrible burden, child. I have taken many lives. Too many. The memories I have are not ones you want.”


  “Then that’s simple,” he said. “I’ll just forget anyone I kill. They’re dead. They don’t matter.”



  “You can’t choose what you remember; memory isn’t like that.” I thought of No-Kill. Of the humans I had killed. The gnomes. So many lives. The screams and wails that haunted my dreams and could never be silenced.


  They mattered.


  “Valen, please. Think of Khavi. Your father’s grave is barely settled, and you already wish to forget him?”


  “Forget him?” Valen stared around me, in the direction of the grave that held Khavi. “I never knew him; I know nothing except what you tell me and the fleeting spark of a dead kobold’s memories in my mind. I cannot see what he did or saw or felt; I know only his skills, his talents, his crafts. They have no feeling to them. Nor do I feel for Faala. Those names are just words to me.”


  “Then let me tell you of them,” I said, an imploring edge to my tone. “Let yourself learn of brave Khavi. How he lived and died. The experiences that we shared. Why it mattered that I buried him. Let me tell you of your mother and what I knew of her. Her skill. Her courage.”


  Valen snorted out his little nostrils. “What use is courage to the dead? It did not save them.”


  “The lesson is the important part.”


  “Why do I need to know of those who have died? The dead can’t hurt me. The dead don’t really matter.”


  “If he were alive, I know that Khavi would never hurt you,” I said. “He never did. He wanted to care for you. Love you.”


  “What is love?”


  I had spent so long trying to work it out and even now I wasn’t sure I truly understood. “It’s complicated.”


  “Is it like killing?”


  “No! Absolutely not. It’s the opposite of that. It’s…a real, deep joy in your belly. It’s a feeling of serenity. Of finding the…” I struggled. “The right thing for you. What fulfils you emotionally.”


  “That certainly sounds like killing.”


  I narrowed my eyes. “Why do you speak of murder with such reverence?” Don’t you understand death is final! Death is the end of you! From that point on, you are food for the scavengers, nothing more! You are gone!”


  “But I told you,” Valen said, “I’m going to live forever.”


  Just like his father. Words didn’t seem to settle into his head. Practical, even ruthless, but efficient and pragmatic. That made him hard to argue with intellectually.


  So I used something else. My foot, delivered straight to his chest.


  Valen pitched back into the white powder, the air blown from his lungs. I drew my rapier, stepping over his tiny gasping body, then put the tip to his throat.


  “If I were your enemy,” I said, “you would be dead.” Energy flowed into my voice. Passion. I had to make him see. With my free hand I sent a blast of flame sizzling into the snow. “All your dreams of immortality, of murder, spilt out on the snow. I would throw you in a hole beside your father, and then, just like him, you’d be gone. Gone!”


  Valen stared up at me, seemingly unafraid. “I know you won’t kill me.”


  “Won’t I? Is this what you think?” I, ever so gently, slid the tip of my weapon under one of his tiny scales, pressing against the delicate flesh below. “You can’t just say words and make them real. The world isn’t like that.” Anger bubbled inside me. “You think Khavi wasn’t strong? You think he didn’t have courage?”


  The hatchling glared at me with cold eyes. “I understand.”


  No. He didn’t. I threw my rapier into the white stuff and slammed my fist into his snout. “You think you can will yourself away from death?” I punched him, in the chest, twice in rapid succession. I didn’t hold back; I swung with all the force I could muster, letting my anger, my fear, guide my blows. 


  “How do you feel now? Do you feel immortal?” I hit him again and again. “Do you think your father feared death, even as he cowered at the feet of the human who killed him?”


  The rage faded. Blood ran from Valen’s maw and nose, and he wheezed, barely able to find breath.


  I scooped him up, hugging him tightly to my chest, sobbing. Children were our most precious resource, the future of our race. But I needed to show him that he was a mortal. That he too could die.


  I was protecting him from himself.


  Justify it as I might, guilt chewed at my heart like a rabid beast.


  Dorydd’s gloved hand appeared on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”


  “Yes.” A lie if ever I had told one. My whole body was shaking. I could barely see through the mist on my eyes. “No, I’m fine.”


  “You cry as every mother has ever cried. Raising children is toil and tears, and it was ever thus.”


  I looked up, right into Dorydd’s soft blue eyes. I wanted to share her confidence, her strength, her wisdom, but I couldn’t. “Dorydd, I’m losing him.”


  “That’s the hardest part,” she said. “When parents and children walk different paths.”


  “What am I supposed to do? How can I save him?”


  “Let Valen make his make own mistakes,” she said. “Let him learn the truth of your words through experience. It is the only way children ever truly learn.”


  I looked at him, his bruised, limp little body. “Will he live long enough to learn from them? Or will he end up like his father?”


  Dorydd’s voice was almost a whisper. “I am sorry. I can’t see the future.”


  “I know.” I leaned down to kissed the top of Valen’s head, rubbing his back, fighting the roiling worm of guilt that ate its way through my insides.


  “I know.”




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER XVI


  



  



  



  WE HAD NO TIME TO wait for Valen to wake up. I couldn’t carry him—it felt impossibly wrong to as much as touch him—so Dorydd tucked him into one of the pockets of her robe. We walked through the snow, closing the last few miles of the gap between Khavi’s grave and the vast hole above Atikala.


  What had I done?



  The guilt was a worm burrowing its way out of my chest. In Atikala, children were the greatest, most important, most valuable part of our community. Khavi was gone, but his son Valen remained; he lived on through his progeny. So did countless other kobolds.


  I wasn’t just hurting one child. I was hurting a long line of kobolds going all the way back to the Wyrmmaker forging the world. If we were in any civilised kobold city I would have been executed immediately.


  Foot after foot, we drew closer to the hole in Drathari that marked a great descent to the ruins of Atikala. This should have been a momentous moment for me—as close as I would get to returning home since I had been caught by Contremulus—but all I could think of was Valen. I tried to rationalise beating him in every way I could, but the voice in my mind was hollow. I told myself how I needed to show him the folly of his ways. To pull himself back from evil, selflessness. To open his eyes.


  I should have opened mine.


  “DOWN!” screamed Dorydd, just in time for a sudden rush of wind to blow me over into the snow. I scrambled to my feet in time to see the moon above covered over by two massive wings and a serpentine body. A regal pair of horns arched back from its head, along with a line of lesser spines on its jawline and another travelling down its back. Its scales were clad in the burnished gold. The same ones I had.


  Contremulus.


  Dragonfear. It flooded my heart, pouring into every part of my body. It was a lesser part magical aura all true dragons could project at will, and a greater part genuine terror; memories of Contremulus’s dungeon screamed into my mind. Pathetic denials escaped my lips in simpering gasps as I buried my head in the snow. It was freezing cold and suffocating all around me, but in that icy dark I found comfort.


  But not enough to silence the terror in my mind.


  I couldn’t go back! I wouldn’t!


  “Run!” I screamed to Dorydd, the sound muffled by the snow. “Run! Run!”


  Drathari shook as Contremulus landed in a billow of white powder, a terrible scraping noise all I could hear as he drew his wings across the ground and close to him. I couldn’t hide here. Summoning all of my courage, I pulled my head up.


  Contremulus stood on all four legs, back arched, tail digging a trench in the snow as he walked forward, snout low to the ground.



  “Where are you, Ren of Atikala?” He said, his voice like falling stones. So much deeper and predatory than his soft spoken human guise. “Come back to me. I’ve missed our little chats.”


  “I’ll flank him,” said Dorydd as she moved by my side. “We can take him together.”


  Her voice told me another story. She knew, deep down, Contremulus would not be defeated by us. Not today. “No,” I said, “Valen has to survive.” I snatched the last of the Wasp-Man potions off my belt, then handed it to her. Dorydd shook her head resolutely, but I pressed it into her hand. “For Valen.”


  “For Valen,” she said, and with a swig of the fluid, disappeared. Her footsteps crunched in the snow as she darted off.


  Without the potion I would never be able to hide from him; even the magic would probably be insufficient. His sense of smell would be too great. The only hope was for me to remain here and distract him.


  I couldn’t outrun a dragon. I couldn’t outfight him. All I could do was buy Dorydd some time to escape with Valen. Hopefully, Contremulus would be too interested in me to notice or care they were gone. It was a foolish plan, but it was all I had. There was no way I could do anything else. Dragons had no weaknesses, save one.


  Pride.


  Fighting every instinct in my body, and suppressing the trembling of my tail, I stood up in open view. “Here I am,” I said, drawing my blade with my left hand and keeping my shield close to my body with my right. “Step forth, and die.”


  “Boldly stated,” said Contremulus, amusement dripping from every word. He tilted his head forward, eyeing me as he might a delicious morsel. “Did you find your courage in your weeks in the desert?”


  In a way, I had. The Lady of Stone and Clay was after me. Contremulus was after me. There were others, too, I suspected. When one was surrounded by enemies, the presence of a single foe was less frightening.


  I levelled my rapier at his huge face, jaws nearly ten feet wide and three times that long, teeth longer than my blade. I took a step forward. “Followed me, did you?” I glared at him. “Then you would know the Lady of Stone and Clay, with all her armies, could not hold me. The desert could not defeat me. In Northaven I conquered death itself. What chance do you have?”


  “My, my,” he said, rolling the consonants around on his tongue like steel balls. “Conquered death. For an eternity, Ren of Atikala, the sages of Drathari will wonder how so much arrogance could fit within so little flesh.” He extended a foreclaw, pointing behind me. To where Khavi was buried. “Your friend was arrogant too, was he not? He fought death until the last, and yet Jhora cut him down with a single stroke.” His tone turned whimsical. “I remember it so clearly. A masterful strike, if I must say so. Barely any bone at all. Straight in and out. He would have been dead before he even felt the blade’s sting.”


  “Taunting me won’t work.” I held the hilt of my weapon tight. “You can’t frighten me.”


  “Mmm.” Contremulus’s tail twitched in the snow, sending up a puff of white. “Fascinating.”


  His tone aggravated me more than the taunts about Khavi did. It was the same tone he’d used when I was chained up beneath Northaven. He was studying me. Dissecting me with his eyes. “I’m surprised anything could get you to leave that human city of yours,” I said, stepping towards him again, walking towards those jaws of his. “Surrounded by humans. Looking like them. Walking and talking amongst them like you are one.” The sliver of an idea wormed its way into my mind. “That’s it, isn’t it? You want to be a human.”


  He laughed—not dismissively, but as though he were genuinely amused by the motion. The sound carried far in the still night air. “Oh, Ren of Atikala, you do not understand me at all. You gave me everything I needed.”


  “I gave you nothing,” I spat. “You just tortured me for no reason.”


  “No reason you could understand. I tried to make you see—make you treasure your scars, focus your pain and your energy into making yourself better than you were. To grow you. All in vain, of course. Your death has strengthened you so much better than a knife ever could. Tell me, Ren of Atikala…how did you feel when I drank the blood from your heart?”


  I scrunched up my snout in disgust. “You drank it?”


  “Every last drop.” Contremulus opened his mouth wide, and I was close enough to feel his breath, hot and sulphuric, tingle my scales. A pointed reminder that I could no longer walk through fire. “I swear by the blood of the dead Gods, its fire was hot enough to burn even me. Agonising, but being honest with you, I savoured the pain. It was my fuel. I needed to know; would it burn me? Would it kill me? You see, Ren of Atikala, I too am on a journey…and you have helped me more than you could possibly know.”


  Contremulus had drank my blood, blood that was hot enough to burn a goblin, yet he had felt the heat. It seemed impossible; a gold or red dragon could bathe in lava, should the whim arise, with perfect comfort. The heat of the goblin’s burning demise was intense but hardly more than the liquid metal of the planet’s core.


  Yet he had felt it. Been pained by it.


  Contremulus had spent all of his time in Northaven as a human and even then, a dragon’s breath was hardly expended idly. Weeks ago I had burned my hand on an open campfire; Contremulus did not cook. His servants took care of him. He would have had little contact with open flames.


  Perhaps pride was not his only weakness after all.


  “Do you know what the Lady of Stone and Clay told me?” I said, running my finger along the hilt of my rapier. “She told me your greatest weakness.”


  I expected laughter. I expected mocking, indifferent taunts, but instead Contremulus’s scaled face seemed to tighten around the eyes. Draconic faces were so much more expressive than humanoids. He said nothing, simply staring me down with tendrils of smoke crawling from between his teeth.


  With nothing to go on, I let words tumble out of my mouth without thinking. “She said you have a very specific vulnerability. She said you have no…” I had no idea so I just guessed. “Heart.”


  “Poetic,” Contremulus said, inhaling through his nostrils, sucking his own smoke into his lungs. “And what did you make of this?”


  I couldn’t come up with an answer fast enough.


  “I’m afraid that this conversation bores me. I was mistaken; you have nothing more to offer me, Ren of Atikala.” He reared his head, arching his neck, and I saw the glow of fire in his belly. “Prepare for oblivion.”


  “Contremulus!” I shouted, extending shield-claw and pointing it at his belly. “Behold, as I steal your fire and turn it back on you!”


  “Be silent and die!” He roared, exhaling. Flame roiled at his maw, and I once again dove face first into the snow as the first licks of it leapt towards me.


  Contremulus screamed.


  Such a sound could barely be described. It was a speaking voice attempting to emulate the tortured strain of metal, the ripping of cloth, and the shriek of a skewered beast all at once. 


  It was the sound of someone who had never felt true pain before suddenly ignite from the inside.


  “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO ME?” His voice was as thunder, a terrifying clap over the open field, shaking the ground below me. Snow fell from branches, kicking up white clouds as Contremulus thrashed and roiled, his serpentine tail smashing into trees and reducing them to matchwood.


  I had said the same thing after he had ripped out my heart. I leapt to my feet, shouting a roar of my own. It was truly pathetic against his own, but courage surged through me as I saw his face, panicked and scalded, his scales flaking off as mine had. “You tried to kill me and failed,” I spat. “Now suffer.”


  That felt good, but most satisfying of all was the terror in his eyes. After days and weeks in his dungeon, this was a special treat for me. I took a step forward. He stepped back, a confused, staggered motion. 


  “What should I take next, Contremulus?” My confidence grew with every moment. “Shall I take your wings? Or your claws? I could use them.”


  He went to breathe again, but perhaps feeling the searing heat inside him, stopped. “No,” he said, half-lidding his eyes and focusing on some internal power. “Not like this.” Slowly, his dragon form melted away, and he was in the form I most associated with him. A man.


  A man with a sword three times as long as I was, glowing with a dark light. His throat was burned, an agitated red, the dark stain travelling up the left side of his face. He walked towards me, mirth and arrogance gone from him. All that was left was the anger.


  Good. Dragons with other elemental breaths—coppers with their acid, blue with lightning—were tough, resilient creatures. What had turned a goblin to ash might only wound him. In his human form, however, I could bring more of my flame to bear. I could cut more of his body with my blade. I could make him bleed.


  Turning my thoughts inward, I closed out the world around me and drew upon my arcane wellspring of power. Fire could hurt him now, so the edge belonged to me.


  It turned out Contremulus had more tricks up his sleeve than a sword.


  The ground around me burst into motion. Black tentacles, each the size of a man, grew from the ground, splashing through the snow, writhing and thrashing. One grabbed me by the wrist of my shield arm, another by the ankle, and my spell fizzled as they tore me off my feet.


  Dangling in the air upside down, I hacked at the tentacle holding me up. It was thick and rubbery and covered in suction caps, almost impervious to my blows.


  Contremulus walked into the spells effect. The tentacles paid him no heed. I had to move fast. Risking impaling myself with my own weapon, I drove the tip of my blade deep into the ghostly flesh nearest to my ankle, slicing my way free just in time to avoid an overhead swing of Contremulus’s huge sword. The tip whistled as it passed my earhole. A few inches higher and he would have cut me in two.


  More tentacles swung at me, latching hold of my shield and thumping against my chest, curling as they tried to find purchase. I sliced the ones on my torso away, but my shield was stuck fast.


  Contremulus struck again, manoeuvring the large sword with surprising grace, driving it into my shield. The metal bent and cracked. Roaring, he struck again, and with a reverberating clang, my shield shattered into a dozen pieces that fell off my arm, leaving the limb numb and bruised.


  That shield had been with me since the beginning, but I had no chance to mourn its loss. Its destruction had set me free, and I would not let its sacrifice be squandered. I jumped back, scampering away from the tentacles. They thrashed as though angered I had slipped away from them.


  Contremulus’s blade swung in low; I twisted my wrist, using the edge of my rapier to turn the tip away from my body. His blade buried itself in snow, and I leapt forward, stabbing furiously at Contremulus’s chest. He released his sword, backhanded me in the face, knocking me back, and then affixed his grip to tear the weapon free.


  He had the reach advantage, but I was quicker. He lunged at me. I stepped into his reach and slashed my blade across his shoulder. He barely noticed; I flicked his black blood off my blade onto the snow.


  Black? Odd. Human blood was bright red. Dragon blood was usually the colour of their lineage; mine was gold, I had expected his to be the same. 


  No time to ponder. I turned and ran, my claws kicking up snow as I bolted.


  So earnest was I in escaping that I nearly stumbled down the colossal ice-encrusted hole that led into blackness.


  That was the second time I’d nearly fallen down that thing. The most direct route to the ruins of Atikala was calling to me, begging me to return home, and the only thing stopping it was my sense of self-preservation.


  Contremulus advanced, wordlessly extending his blade, tip pointed to my face. I extended my free hand, the lack of my shattered shield’s weight pronounced, and I spoke arcane words of power.


  A wave of flame washed towards Contremulus. The heat from my own spell tingled my scales, and I grit my teeth to endure it.


  Contremulus didn’t even dodge. His clothing ignited, his hair burned away, and his skin was reddened and burnt, but still he advanced.


  I cast again. He once more accepted the pain.


  I cast a third time. His hand reached through the roaring cone of fire and grasped my throat. The magic died as a puff of smoke on my fingertips.


  Contremulus lifted me off my feet and dangled me over the cliff by my throat. Air rushed up from the hole, billowing my clothes around me, rattling my chainmail.


  “Say something,” I hissed.


  His only response was to tighten his grip, closing my throat.


  I swung my sword arm out wide. He caught my wrist, twisting with supernatural strength. The bone snapped, wet and loud, and my rapier fell into the pit, clattering against the stone wall as it fell into oblivion. 


  The air in my lungs staled. My shattered arm spasmed. I struggled in vain. All the while, he kept his eyes locked onto mine. Wordlessly choking me to death.


  “There’s a warm spot waiting for you in the Hells, Contremulus,” I gasped, kicking and struggling.


  “No there isn’t.” He said it with the authority of one who knew, certain and true.


  Dorydd could come and save me. Even Valen. I imagined Laughless coming up out of the giant hole, breathing his acid all over Contremulus. I imagined wilder, crazier things, as my arms and legs went limp.


  Nothing of the sort happened.


  Contremulus slowly pulled my face to his, his mouth an inch away from my snout. If he didn’t look like he was going to murder me I might have thought he wanted to kiss me.


  But no. He wanted to watch me die.


  I kicked at him to no effect. Although it was more correct to say my leg twitched and thumped against him. I had no strength, barely enough to raise my hands.


  And then he laughed. Just a little—nothing more than a chuckle. The tittering of an amused dragon smiting a worm beneath him. Yet the chuckling reminded me of his laughter. The same laughter he’d made playing with the other dragon, as I had seen back in Northaven.


  I could barely move my lips but pre-death panic gave me strength. I sipped a little air and forced words out.


  “Who is…Ophiliana?”


  If my words were lightning bolts they would have shocked him less. His back straightened, twitching awkwardly, and his grip weakened. With a wheeze, air trickled in and out, keeping me conscious. “Where in the Hells did you learn that name? The Lady of Stone and Clay?”


  “No,” I rasped, my tongue limp in my mouth. “It…doesn’t matter.”


  “You are right,” he said. “It doesn’t. That word is nothing to me now.”


  He was lying. “She isn’t nothing,” I said. I tried to recall every detail from the flower vase in Contremulus’s room. The pain in my arm, the lack of air in my lungs, made it difficult. “She means something to you. You were not always this monster, Contremulus. You once knew better. There’s a part of you that still does.”


  “That part of me died a long time ago.” He meant every word. “Died when the Gods died. In the violent upheavals that followed.” Genuine sadness leaked through into his words. “You think you know pain, Ren of Atikala? You think you know misery? A thousand cuts of the knife are nothing compared to the ache in the soul. Think of what you would have done to end your pain, back in Northaven, and then imagine that the pain is not a physical place, not a thing you can escape from. The pain is within you. It follows you where you go, stalking you like the breath of a predator, and there is no weapon in the world that can defeat it. You would do anything to end it, and yet, nothing can bring the dead back to life except the power of death. A power I intend to harness once again.”


  Once again? “You’re mad,” I said. “What does this have to do with me?”


  “Little Ren,” he said, the sadness evaporating from his voice, replaced with twisted pride. “You are the key to everything. Or at least…you were. I have what I want from you now.”


  “The blood from my heart?”


  “Blood is just blood. The heart itself is what I needed; soon I will have the power to return Ophiliana to me, and you, well, you are of no consequence to anything. Perhaps I shall send you to join your people.” His grip weakened, and with a wheeze, air trickled in and out. “Think of every time you mewed to me, begging to be let go. All you really wanted was to go home. Well, here we are. I’m granting your wish.”


  “I have more secrets,” I said, the words barely a whisper. My arm screamed its pain into my mind’s ear.


  He hesitated, arm still. “Pray tell, kobold, amuse me. Tell me of this truth you could keep from me.”


  “I have another weapon.”


  Kurdax had found his way into my only working hand. Using everything I had left, I thrust him up, the tip finding flesh. He slid through Contremulus’s belly, up under his rib cage and sank deep into human flesh, disappearing until the hilt. I pulled out the blade and plunged it in higher, the tip right where my father’s heart would be. Black blood gushed from the wound, pouring over my hands, running down my arm. I looked into Contremulus’s eyes, I watched, and I waited for him to die.


  He did not.


  “Fascinating.” He spoke, impossibly, defying my steel in his chest. “How effective simple tricks are.” His grip tightened again, closing my windpipe once more. “Do you know what my secret is, Ren?”


  Once more, fear swam throughout my body; not the dragonfear, I was too familiar with that to be frightened by such artificial things, but genuine fear. I twisted the blade. More blood came from the wound, without any reaction from him. My edge sliced through flesh. Nicked bone.


  A strange light grew in his eyes, a dull blue light beyond the pupils, glowing within. Something deep within him, a darkness well hidden, beyond simple maliciousness, beyond mortal morality. This was something more.


  “I died years ago.” He reached up, sliding Kurdax from his chest, then tossed my friend into the hole after my rapier.



  Words tried to escape my lips, but they ended as little more thoughts as my mind scrambled to make sense of it all. What are you?


   Contremulus leaned in, pressing his lips to my earhole. All sound died around me.


  He said a word. A word I had never heard spoken outside of my classes, and always with a soft, fearful reverence. A dark word that echoed in my mind, full of sinister power. Even as a hatchling it had weight. Before I even understood it, it was a word that carried meaning, an edge to it like a blade. It painted a picture in my mind, and while I could not see the shape, I could understand the colour. Black as night. Darker than the most lightless hole. Fouler than the shit of the dead Gods themselves.


  Dracolich.


  And then he dropped me into the hole of the falling star, down the pit of Atikala’s grave, and into the vast maw of nothingness. 




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  ACT III


  



  



  



  Death


  



  LOVE SOMETIMES MAKES US DO stupid things, but always with the best of intentions. Love makes us lie, cheat, steal. It brings us to anger and turmoil and grief. But always because we want to share our lives, and we want our significant others to see themselves as we see them.


  Fear of losing love, though…that terror can drive anyone to the darkest evils.


  I did not understand love, as most humanoids seem to instinctively do, until much later in my life. Accordingly I never feared I would lose it until well past fully grown. Adult fears are complex and subtle things. Had I experienced this fear as a hatchling, I would have dealt with it better. Children are always more simple. They fear their parents. The dark. Noises in the night.


  I have found, in my limited experience, that what we fear as children we grow to hate as adults. As a hatchling I did not dread the same things the rest of my kind did—gnomes, the surface, humans—I had different fears.


  I feared that I didn’t belong. I feared I had no true friends and nobody who understood me. I feared that my golden scales implied some deep taint of evil.


  As an adult, I confess that for a time many years after Contremulus took me prisoner and well beyond the scope of this tale, I grew to hate those who would not accept me. For some time I preferred to live alone and despised not being understood. I shut out those who tried to help. I, in a subtle but very real way, hated what made me Ren.


  Ultimately, I grew out of that phase. It took time, and we do not have enough time to tell this story now, but I did. Such self-indulgence was childish and self-defeating. I can see that now. With the love of my friends, I eventually made peace with what I was. Myself and my deeds, for good or for ill.


  Some are not so lucky. I feared not being kobold enough, but my father—Contremulus, that mighty dragon—feared a child’s fear, something very simple indeed. 


  Death.


  Contremulus was terrified of dying. I saw it painted on his face when he believed I had stolen his fire immunity. Now, few wish to die and disappear, after all, and survival is ingrained in all of us…yet we carry on. In spite of the clear knowledge of our finite lives we accept inevitable fate and freely spend what time we have, usually thinking little of our inevitable end until it stands directly in front of us.


  Not he. This was something else. Something much more primal. Thoughts of the end consumed Contremulus; time was his night terror, tick-tocking away like the giant clock of Everwatch. He feared the passing of his days on this planet, and eventually, grew to hate death. He hated the idea that his power would leave him, and that his dragon’s body would one day be a valuable commodity, to be carved up and sold in the markets of Northaven, made into armour and gaudy decorations for the dining hall of some rich nobleman.


  After Ophiliana it was all he could think of. This was his folly: to view death as some great tragedy.


  Death is a part of life, much as there is an end to any story. All things end. All things die. It is a simple unavoidable fact.


  Some cannot make peace with this. Contremulus raged against his own mortality, and in hating a part of life so important as death, he grew to despise every other facet of it. Each grain of sand through the hourglass was agony to him, every dawn a reminder of his limited days on Drathari.


  The Wasp-Men fear time is finite. Contremulus knows it for certain. Armed with that knowledge, he committed a long chain of terrible acts.


  He grew, just as I once grew long ago, to hate himself.


  When one despises one’s self, it makes the decision to become a lich easier. Stripping the soul becomes as simple as taking flesh from bone, and dark magic provides the knife.


  Contremulus turned that body he both feared and greatly treasured into a hollow husk. He preserved his mind as one might a specimen in a jar. He gained from it—I do not deny this—and those gains were tangible indeed. Steel could scarcely hurt him, the years would not wear his bones, and harmful magic was brushed aside.


  What he lost was intangible but no less real.


  He spirited away his very soul, the quintessential piece of him that made him a sentient creature, and locked it away forever in a tiny box lined with silver, its fuel an ouroboros of self-hatred. I did not know how he had done this, and the details are still vague to me to this day, but I know that it takes decades of living alone, doing dark things to innocent people. It requires hurting those you love.


  Instead of spending his limited time finding friendship and joy, creating and inspiring, basking in the natural beauty all around him and experiencing what it is to be alive, Contremulus spent his days with one eye looking for betrayal, and one eye looking to betray. When one changes their life’s purpose so that the only happiness they can attain is through the suffering and misery of those around them, it warps them into something malignant.


  People cease to be people. They become either threats to your power to be eliminated or prey to be exploited.


  The tragic thing is, all this effort is always in vain.


  Immortality, true eternal life, is a fistful of sand. The tighter it is held, the more easily it slips from your fingers. Contremulus tried to hold life beyond his time; his strategy was only to squeeze his grip tighter and tighter. His fingers crushed his friends, his family, and loved ones. His efforts to avoid his inevitable fate left a trail of misery and lost grains of sand behind him.


  My suffering was child’s play compared to his pain and the pain of all around him. And yet, through it all, Contremulus never truly understood the truth. He missed the most important, most stunning, most saddening obstacle stymieing his efforts to live forever.


  Time.


  A mighty sword can kill a giant. A powerful spell can slay dragons. Some magic can destroy whole cities, even raze continents to ashes. There are whispers, theoretical and mysterious, that some arcane power exists which can turn a whole planet into nothing but dust, devoid of all life. There are other planes of existence, other universes, and I suspect these too can be destroyed given commitment and resources.


  Possibly.


  Of all the weapons that have ever been and ever will be, none are more powerful than time. Time is the slayer of all who live, the unstoppable, inevitable assassin of the mortal realm. No matter how mighty, how fearful, how determined we are, one thing is certain for each and every one of us. Something Khavi reminded me of as I gathered his remains and heaped dirt upon them.


  Nobody can cheat death forever.


  



  — Ren of Atikala




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER XVII


  



  



  



  I FELL.


  DRATHARI’S HANDS ARE greedy, her maw forever hungry, and living creatures fall surprisingly fast. The burned, smooth walls of the hole flew past me as my body gained speed; the night sky of the surface above me was a circle that shrank as I dropped away, leaving the moonlight I’d become accustomed to behind. At the edge of the hole was Contremulus, and the corrupt, dark azure in his eyes.


  I stared at him until he became too small to see, and then, as though some part of me realised I was plummeting to my death, I snapped out of it.


  Now that my lungs had air, they started screaming.


  My broken arm flapped uselessly, slapping against my side, each motion agony. I tried to focus. My magic could not help me. Nothing in my spell repertoire would let me survive such a fall.


  Or…could it?


  In Northaven, as I had come back to life, it had been with a pair of wings of flame. I had even flown, albeit briefly. How quickly the mind remembers such things when death is fast approaching.


  Wings. I needed the wings again.


  Casting a spell was a complex process at the best of times. My talent had awoken spontaneously, as it did with most sorcerers, but even then it had taken me some time to learn the basics of spellcasting. To create magic was a fusion of gestures, thoughts, vocalisations, and feelings.


  Feeling it was a part of sorcery that many didn’t understand. Each spell often carried with it emotional baggage. My fire spells, typically anger. My ability to sense magic, curiosity. Light, frustration.


  Yet the wings had come with no feeling at all. It wasn’t like my normal magic. It was something else. Still, I knew I needed a feeling to make the magic work.


  Stark, primal terror was an emotion not currently attached to any spell.


  Useful.


  The wind howled around my earholes. I shut it out. I ignored the weightless feeling in my gut and held my fingers in front of me. The key was to focus inward, harness the needed emotion, let it out and let my body do what it did best. I focused on the wings, on the fire, on the terror of falling to my doom.


  Nothing. Not even a whisper. My inner power had no opinions on wings.


  Panic fought its way into my mind again, unable to be silenced. I furrowed my brow, gritting my teeth, reaching into my mind, trying to coax out the stubborn power. I was mentally groping in the dark.


  My arm hurt. I couldn’t think about that. Only of wings.


  A red glow flickered through my closed eyelids. It was only there momentarily, just for a fleeting second.


  Fire.


  Like a hungry predator I chased what I had found in the unexplored corners of my mind. The terror of falling. Brighter than I expected, the glow returned, and I opened my eyes.


  Twin fiery trails lit up the walls of the great chasm. They burned from my shoulders; I could feel the heat, painful and hot on my back, and I used it to keep myself focused. If I didn’t I would be a golden paste splattered on the rocky remains of Atikala. I couldn’t see the bottom of the pit, it was far too deep, but I knew it couldn’t be too far. My sense for altitude told me I had passed Stonehaven already.


  My wings twitched, levelling out my fall. With an experimental flap my falling slowed. I beat them slowly, carefully, turning my fall into a controlled glide.


  I slammed into something thick and heavy. My chest exploded in pain, singing an agonised choir with my forearm. I had struck a rope as big as I was, sticky, slick with fluid and hard to see. It bowed under my weight, snapped it at one end, and the whole thing swung wide, rocking like a pendulum with me stuck at the end.


  My wings winked out. Pain burned in my everything.


  Breathe. I needed to breathe. Air was a pathetic whimpering gasp, and spots swam in my vision. The bruising beneath my scales burned me, but I welcomed it. I learnt from it. The pain shouted things; my ribs were broken. My skin beneath my scales was bruised. My arm welcomed the injured parts of me to the pain party.


  I was dangling, helpless and limp, stuck to something. A humongous spider web, with strands the size of my leg, hung between the walls of the hole in Drathari. I had hit it with such force that one had snapped. I was stuck to it, hanging over nothing.



  Instinctively, foolishly, I slapped my good hand onto the web, trying to climb up. Now both my hands were stuck. I thrashed wildly, ignoring the screaming in my midsection, as though trying to free myself. Stupid. I would fall to my doom, but a panicked mind does not see clearly.


  “The spider’s web twitches and shakes,


  A tasty morsel soothes the belly aches.”


  My blood froze in my veins. 


  Six-Legs, a spider the size of a horse. He climbed down the stone wall, stepping daintily onto the web, his remaining legs carrying him purposefully towards the broken strand.


  “Six-Legs!” I shouted. “Pull me up!”


  “A kobold orders me around,


  Little feet dangling above the ground.”


  Slowly, agonisingly so, the thread was retrieved. Six-Legs dragged me back up to the rest of the web, and I stuck my feet to the top of one of the other strands.


  “Thank you,” I said, trying to shake the web off my hands. “Shit of the dead Gods, this hurts so much.”


  He bit me. 


  It was so unexpected I barely had time to process it before it was over. His fangs sank into my shoulder, so sharp I barely felt anything except a tiny sting. Through the outer shell that comprised the fangs, dark venom pumped into my veins.


  “Little foodling talks a lot,


  Forgets that in my web it’s caught.”


  My whole body became iron. My muscles tightened. I had felt this effect before—Pewdt’s crossbow quarrels had been dipped in a similar venom—and I knew I only had moments. “Wait,” I said, my jaw freezing up as I spoke. “Tyermumtican said that I travel under his proteeeccc—” My tongue froze in my mouth, unable to form more words.


  Eight eyes examined me cautiously. “The copper one guards you?”


  No rhyme? That’s how I was certain he was surprised. Six-Legs moved in front of me, examining me with his too-many red eyes. Within them, I could see his mind turning over. Examining me as one might examine a well-guarded piece of cooked meat. 


  The severed stump of one of his forelegs twitched. Tyermumtican had told me that he was the one who had taken the legs and given the fiendish giant spider its moniker. He had said that his word would protect me. I hoped the mention of his name would frighten Six-Legs enough.


  “What the dragon does not ever know,


  Cannot cause a spider woe.” He opened his mouth wide, fangs dripping venom.


  I had come close to dying at innumerable points since I had left Atikala, including once where I had died, but this was—aside from having my own heart ripped out—one of the worst situations I had been in. Right at that moment I could see no way out. Six-Legs’s hairy spider-feet touched and prodded my body, testing my scales for weak points.


  He coughed, a gross, phlegmy sound, splattering my tunic with digestive fluids. The cloth began to break down, hissing slightly. Six-Legs bit me again, injecting more venom. I didn’t feel a thing except a creeping numbness all over my whole body. The fluid soaked into my tunic, slowly weakening it. He plucked me from the webs—somehow able to defy their stick—and placed me against the wall. Bands of web were laid across my hands, my legs, and my aching chest.


  The move revealed something interesting, though. Near me, on one of the larger strands, I saw a glint of metal. My rapier, stuck to the web. Its faint glow was the only source of light in the area. If I could reach it, I had a chance.


  Impossible. I could not move a muscle. My blade sat there, taunting me with its closeness, as Six-Legs inspected the acid he’d spat on me. It turned the side of my tunic to gloop, which dropped away in melted blobs into the darkness below.


  “Six-Legs hungers, make no mistake,


  But treaty with dragon is foolish to break.” He slid one of his legs into my tunic and tore the damaged, half-dissolved remains away—and with it the digestive acid—exposing the chainmail below.


  Grumbling, Six-Legs wandered across his web to a vaguely humanoid bundle of silk stashed near the corner. He sank his fangs into his stored meal, injecting the juices directly into the victim. Judging by the faint rising and falling of their chest they were still alive. I watched, horrified, but unable to look away as Six-Legs dissolved the creature from the inside out, and when their internal organs were liquefied, drank them as one might a hearty brew. Sickening slurping sounds reverberated off the walls as the silked creature was consumed.


  The meal would have been me but for Tyermumtican’s protection. The stranger whose face I could not see and whose race I could not even identify had died in my place. 


  Male. Female. Human. Orc. I didn’t want them to die, but I couldn’t move a muscle except to breathe and blink.


  It took time. Ten minutes or more, from start to finish, and when it was done, the corpse was deflated like a sack of fungus. The silk hung over bones. I could identify some. Ribcage. Skull. Legs. Nothing of the person who once was. How long had they laid there, wrapped in spider web, barely able to move or draw breath?


  They were no longer my concern. I would grieve for them later.


  Six-Legs, his belly full, turned to leave. His eight eyes lingered on me, examining me with a curious, almost remorseful stare, and then he skittered away and left me in the dark. 


  I didn’t know how long I stood there, still as a statue, nothing but the adhesive on the web keeping me from slipping off the wall and falling. Nothing to do but think about all the decisions that had led me to this point. Leaving Atikala. Trusting Vrax. Heading northeast from Everwatch instead of continuing south. Letting Dorydd escape with Valen. Not activating my wings sooner. Or even remembering I had them.


  I considered all of them with a mixture of profound regret and fatalistic apathy. The decisions were made, and the outcomes were as they were. There wasn’t much I could have done to prevent anything nor was there much I could learn.



  I tried. That was the way of our people.


  Finally—it seemed like an eternity to me—the poison wore off. My muscles obeyed my commands once more. Not that it mattered terribly. I was still stuck to the wall, my hands, my feet. I was completely entangled. I could wiggle my fingers and toes, and twist my head. Sort of.


  Another familiar voice, once again coming from above. “Some days I would pray that you would fly back to me, Ren of Atikala. I did not think you would be so literal.”


  A gnome, with blind eyes and wrinkled with age, walked on the vertical stone wall as though it were a horizontal floor. He craned his neck, looking at me. He smiled. I smiled back. Tyermumtican.


  “It’s good to see you again, Laughless.”


  The dragon in gnome’s skin made a soft tsk-tsk-tsk noise. “Using gnome’s names for me, are we? The surface must have changed you.”


  It had, but in no way that I could consider good. I was so glad to see him that for a moment, all of my pain was a distant concern. “I missed you.”


  “Oh, pish.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Where’s your friend?”


  With Khavi being so freshly put in the ground I didn’t want to discuss it but Tyermumtican deserved to know. “Dead,” I said. “Months ago.”


  Tyermumtican’s sorrow was as genuine as any I’d ever seen. “I’m sorry.”


  “It was as you said,” I said, grinding my teeth. “He…he was too stupid to see beyond what was in front of his nose.”


  “I’m still sorry.”


  Desperate for something else to talk about it, I waggled a finger at him. “Still a gnome, hmm? You said you could be a kobold if you wanted to.”


  “Ah, yes, and I’m sure you’d prefer that. I wanted to make sure you would recognise me.”


  He reached out his hand, and with strength that was impossible for one of his size, tore the spider web bands off me with one hand, holding me aloft with the other. He cast a disapproving look to my broken arm. “That’ll need to be set, or it won’t heal properly.”


  I tried to move those fingers, but the pain made me swoon.


  “Don’t,” he said. “And don’t worry about getting out of here. I’ll carry you until you can walk.”


  “Thank you.” I pointed. “Wait, my dagger.” I smiled apologetically. “Kurdax and I have been through a lot.”


  “The dagger?” He raised an eyebrow at me. “You would not prefer your rapier?”


  I didn’t understand why, at the time, but my desire for Kurdax over my rapier made me uncomfortable. “Actually get the both,” I asked, and then added, “please.”


  Tyermumtican extended a gnomish hand to the rapier and spoke an arcane word of power. The metal twitched, then broke free of the web and flew to his hand. I took it from him, wiped the web off on my pants, and then sheathed it. He did the same to Kurdax.


  “Thank you.”


  “Oh!” said Tyermumtican as he started to walk up the wall, slowly putting one bare foot in front of the other. “Six-Legs gave me something to give to you.” He patted his side, where a wrapped weapon hung. “He said you left it in his lair during your last visit. Something about littering.”


  My shortsword. I had lost it in Six-Leg’s lair, so many months ago. It was a lifetime ago. I barely remembered it.


  Although it had been what the Atikalan guard had issued me for our patrols, I had no particular attachment to it. It had never really been mine. Not in the same way that the rapier was. This was just a lump of metal. It wasn’t something I owned. A borrowed weapon.


  It was useful to have, but I had no space for it. I had taken so much from the underworld, it was time to give back. I unhitched Kurdax, and with palpable reluctance—why did I not want to get rid of the thing that had caused me so much misery?—I tossed it into the abyss.


  It landed on a strand of web again.


  Tyermumtican laughed and extended his hand. The dagger flew into it, and he handed it back to me. “Try again,” he said.


  I did. It landed in the web again.


  “Shit of the dead Gods!”


  “I think it likes you,” he said, retrieving it again.


  I like how much you kill, Kurdax whispered in my mind.


  “Well, fine,” I said. I had lost my shield. I begrudgingly latched the sheath to the left side of my belt. I always fought with a weapon in my left hand, but I would need a backup. The dagger had been with me since Northaven, and I enjoyed talking to it. It was a symbol for my revenge; everything bad that happened to me would be repaid, in full, and using this dagger if I could safely do so. Perhaps it was a sign.


  Tyermumtican reached a horizontal tunnel in the ground. He walked up and over, and I clambered off his back.


  “If it makes you feel any better,” he said, retrieving a small crystal vial full of fluid. “He also gave you this.”


  I knew what it was by its colour. “His venom.”



  “Careful with it,” said Tyermumtican. “Even a single cut can transmit it. Skin contact is slower, as is ingestion.”


  “Ingestion?” I shook my head. “You think I’m going to accidentally season my meat with spider venom?”


  “I don’t know what you kobolds do,” he said. “Just be mindful of your surroundings when you use it, mmm?”


  “I know,” I said, securely hooking it onto my belt, and then cradling my broken arm. “Believe me, I’ll be careful.”


  We walked into the gloom of the stone tunnel, and I couldn’t help basking in my good fortune. “It’s good to see you again.”


  He looked over his shoulder at me, a mysterious smile on his face. “Just wait until you see where we’re going.”




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER XVIII


  



  



  



  WE WALKED FOR HOURS AND hours. I had thought Tyermumtican would set an easy pace, but it was unrelenting. My arm burned, my broken ribs complained, my knees ached, and my steps slowed. In a clear attempt to keep my spirits up—I worried, ever so slightly, why he was moving so fast—Tyermumtican asked me an endless series of questions about my adventures on the surface, about life in Atikala, and my thoughts on various draconic philosophies. And then, when I had exhausted his questions, onto sillier things.


  “Did you know the word kobold originally meant backup food supply in early draconic?”


  Although he couldn’t see it, I made a face at the back of his head. “It did not.”


  “Excuse me, which one of us is the dragon?”


  I puffed as I walked, trying to match his pace. “I’m half dragon.”


  “And so you get half a say in the matter.” He turned down a corridor. Another one. The underworld was truly endless. “It is a fact. Dislike it as you wish, Ren, but that is the origin of the term. It came from the red dragons, of course, the progenitors of the first kobolds. Your kind were part servant, part worshipper, and part food. But never fear, Ren. I do not share their tastes.”


  I knew that dragons sometimes ate kobolds. That was our lot in life. Tyermumtican preferred metals, especially kobold ore. I still had my old sword and Kurdax too.


  The dragon cannot eat me, Kurdax whispered into my mind. Too strong. Too powerful. You need me.


  He could have had my old sword if it came to that. “I am glad.”


  “The first kobolds were bred for the role, of course, and trained to be the most loyal, dedicated servants of the dragons. You are, in a very literal way, our children.”


  Focusing on his words was hard. Our people did not keep records of where our race began. We only recorded a hundred generations; we were careful about inbreeding, but beyond that point, there was little point noting it. A practical solution and one I agreed with. “I suppose that is true, if you say it is.”


  “I can assure you it is so.” His tone was mirthful and cheery. “Have I told you about how they became free? It’s the best kind of story, an immortal love torn asunder, brother betraying brother, and two fire-breathing dragons battling on a frozen mountain…the ending will surprise you.”


  I genuinely would have loved to hear Tyermumtican’s tale, but my ears and my aching legs disagreed. I wanted to savour being back under Drathari—after so long on the surface it was a welcome change to be so close to my home—but Tyermumtican didn’t even give me a moment to enjoy it. I had so much fear and wonder upon coming to the surface, I had worried if I would now fear going underground.



  Thankfully, this fear was nothing. This was as it should be. A kobold afraid of the dark was like a surface bird afraid of the sky.


  “Can we rest first? We can talk as we eat, and my muscles ache.”


  “Mmm, I heard tale that kobolds were busy and industrious. Hard working. Perhaps the surface has made you soft?”


  Tyermumtican’s endurance seemed limitless. No-Kill had walked so slowly and needed so many breaks. Khavi and I had done much better. Despite my wounds I could still walk as I used to. Which was, it was clear, significantly less than a dragon could manage.


  I slumped by a stone wall, sliding down to a sitting position.


  Tyermumtican turned, beckoning for me to stand. “Ren, come on. We need to keep moving.”


  “Why?” We were so far underground, beneath the earth. Contremulus was far above us, but he would only have dropped me if he thought the fall would kill me. He had no knowledge of Six-Legs’s webs. “Tyermumtican, what are we running from?”


  Mirth faded from his dead eyes. “We are being pursued.”


  I could hear nothing. Smell nothing. As far as I could tell we were alone for miles. “How do you know?”


  “I can hear your heart beating in your chest. I can hear the scratching of the scavengers in the tunnels below us, the creaking and groaning of the world itself around, and as the tiniest shift in the soil or stone. Those who follow us are far beyond the range of my voice, but I can hear their footsteps.”


  “How many?”


  Tyermumtican rolled his shoulders. “I am unsure. One, possibly.”


  “One.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “You are a dragon. What possible threat could a single person hold to you?”


  “What threat is one man? The final words of every proud dragon who has ever died from a skilled knight or silent assassin. Believe me, Ren, there are those amongst my kind who are too arrogant to simply squash a single human who wishes them harm, but those who value peace and long life—and all the joys that this life brings—are apt to prefer to slip away. My lair is not threatened. Only my friend. You are the only thing that matters to me at this moment, not my desire to prove some point to nobody.”


  I honestly had no idea what to say. Khavi had saved me several times during our adventures. My patrolmates had travelled with me before Atikala’s destruction. Dorydd had fought beside me, but in all of my journeys to date, I could not recall a clearer case of someone who could have just as easily left me to my fate and save their own skin.


  “Thank you,” I said, and I meant it.


  “Also, there is singing.”


  My blood ran cold. It could only be one person. “Pewdt,” I said. “He’s hunting me still.”


  “Who is Pewdt?”


  In my mind’s ear strains of his songs came back to me, and a shudder ran from the tip of my tail to my snout. “A gnome, who sings as he kills. A skilled fighter, truly, and what he does is art—horrible art. He loves poisons. And cutting, and…” I could not find the strength to say more.


  His blind eyes closed, and his features scrunched. “There is some other residual echo as well,” he said. “Something, or perhaps many somethings, moving with whisper-quiet grace. Little shadows. Their motions are much more puzzling to me, and I cannot divine their movements. Whatever it, or they, are…they are as ghosts.”


  “Some agent of Contremulus, no doubt.”


  “My thoughts exactly,” said Tyermumtican. “Although, remember, Contremulus can appear as a human. In any event, it seems foolish to risk meeting with whoever it is. All I know is that they pursue us with haste and stamina. Had I not arrived in Six-Legs’s lair when I did, they might have already found you.”


  Perhaps I underestimated my father. The fear of Contremulus or Pewdt following me brought strength back into my body, and I climbed back to my feet again. “Let’s get going,” I said, putting one foot in front of the other.


  My strength failed me, and I nearly fell over. With speed impossible for one so frail, Tyermumtican caught my unbroken arm.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Yes,” I said, but the tremble in my legs told me the truth. I could walk no longer.


  “I will carry you,” said Tyermumtican, scooping me into his arms as if I weighed nothing at all.


  I had never been carried before. Not even as a hatchling. It was a strange, uncomfortable sensation. A kobold who could not walk could not work, and a kobold who could not work would be killed. Tzala had lost her arm; she had only been spared because of the tragedy that befell our people, and because as a spellcaster she could still cast with one arm. She could still be useful.


  If my arm didn’t heal, my sword skills would be useless. I could cast, certainly, but not as finely as her.


  What good would I be?


  Suddenly, with these thoughts turning over and over in my mind and conjuring uncomfortable conclusions, I was the one who needed distracting.


  “Tyermumtican, can I ask you a question?”


  “Of course, Ren.”


  “What’s a dracolich?”


  He nearly dropped me. My arm bounced against his body, and I whimpered in pain. Tyermumtican stopped.


  “Where did you hear that term?”


  “Contremulus.” I gauged Tyermumtican’s reaction. His face told me everything I needed to know. “I stabbed him. He bled black and didn’t die.”


  Tyermumtican started walking again, the spring in his step drained out. “Dracoliches, much like the regular kind, are beyond death. Their anatomy no longer functions. If you wound them, they will heal. If you destroy their body, it is regrown in a matter of days. This is the nature of the flesh of those who undergo such things.”


  “What kind of things?” My teachings in Atikala had been remarkably nonspecific. Whispers of terrible power with little substance. “What did he do?”


  Tyermumtican’s voice had a bitter edge to it. “What didn’t he do. What mad depravity he thought too much; what price he thought too great? Now that the Gods are dead there are but a few ways to become immortal, almost all of them involving some kind of sentient undeath. He could have chosen the blood-drinker’s path, but vampiric dragons tend to go insane with thirst after a year; we are hardly the most disciplined creatures at the best of times, when combined with such a thirst…no. Such a thing would not do for him.


  “Lichdom, on the other hand, is the opposite. Where vampirism inspires rage, brutality, hate…a lich, and the process of becoming one, inspires something else.”


  He seemed reluctant to talk of such things, but I needed to know. “Inspires what?”


  Tyermumtican considered this question at length, his feet pounding on the ground as he marched ever onward. “It was described to me as malicious apathy. Wilful boredom. It is difficult to explain. A lich gives up so much during its transformation. Friends abandon them. Other interests fade. Then, of course, they must die, and that is a traumatic event indeed.”


  I knew this, but said nothing.


  “I would say,” continued Tyermumtican, “that the key to understanding a lich’s mind is understanding their motivations for becoming what they are. A lich has stepped through every manner of despicable things to get where it is, sacrificed everything that makes life worth living, so its mind can’t process any sort of reason for not remaining a lich. It is now immortal, powered by dark magic, and it has all the time in the world. It can get revenge on those who have wronged it by simply waiting for the other party to die of old age. It doesn’t need to eat, sleep, or even breathe, and if there was a point to smiling, laughing, friends, or joy in anything beyond simply continuing to exist, that is now firmly in the realm of things not worth considering.”


  I cradled my broken arm to me. “What an empty life. Why would anyone choose this?”


  “Each lich has their reasons. Contremulus…well, the loss of his mate wounded him. He seeks to revive her, to make her like him. Or live long enough to find some other way to have her again.”


  I had only one question left. “How do you kill them?”


  “It is complicated.” Tyermumtican shook his head to ward off more questions. “We will talk more when we arrive.”


  More about this mysterious destination. “My arm hurts,” I complained. “I wish we were there.”


  Tyermumtican grimaced as I spoke. “Do not wish for time to pass quickly, child. We have so little of it.”


  So I was silent, carried along in the endless winding tunnels of the underworld, the way lit by the occasional glowbug, trying to keep my mind from thinking about anything but the pain.
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  Hours later—I wasn’t sure, but judging by how far we had ascended combined with the slope of the tunnel it must have been hours, at least—Tyermumtican eventually put me down. I could feel the broken bone in my arm, all the muscles and tissue around it swollen, but the pain began to subside.


  Tyermumtican still did not seem tired. He inspected my break gingerly, testing the tender flesh with his soft gnome hands.


  “This is a bad break.”


  I wiggled those fingers experimentally. “Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “I could,” he said, “easily. So many mysteries of Drathari I could teach you little one; you have seen so little of our world you could not even name most of it, whereas I have seen so much as to be almost bored with it all.”


  “You make me sound stupid.”


  “Not stupid,” he said. “Ignorant.”


  The distinction was little comfort. “What’s the difference?”


  “One is curable and the other is not.”


  I made a face. “You make me sound sick.”


  He bobbed his head in agreement. “More truly than you know. The mind can be sickened, just as the body can. To draw a metaphor; if the body is a verdant valley, the mind is a river flowing through it. Fast and energetic, bubbling, always changing... or at least, it should be. If polluted, the water becomes stagnant. Foul. The river sustains the valley; without it, all is dead.”


  I tried to understand. “If you say so.”


  My answer did not seem to please him. “Mmm.” His eyes flicked to my arm. “We are nearly there. Tarran is a skilled surgeon. He’ll set that right.”


  We travelled, and soon came to a building. The structure was carved out of the stone, with glass windows and a door carved from the stalk of an underground fungus. I could hear music and muffled singing from within.


  “Behold,” said Tyermumtican, gesturing with an outstretched hand towards the burrows cut into the stone. “Rockhearth. Home of the famous Rockhearth Mead; the best thrice-aged liquor in the whole of the underworld.”


  “What’s mead?”


  A playful glint shone in his gnome’s blind eyes. “Oh, Ren, we are going to have a good time indeed.”


  Confused but accepting his conclusion, I flicked my tail. “Right. Well, let’s go.”


  “Not yet. A kobold and a gnome together will attract too much attention.” He set me down for a moment, and then his form shifted. His gnome face stretched out into a snout, his posture stooped as the shape-shift melted away, and all that was left was kobold with white scales and piercing blue eyes.


  “I knew you could become a kobold,” I said.


  He laughed, turning all the way around, showing me all angles of him. “You prefer it?”


  I studied his sharp, angular features. It was the perfect mask of a kobold, every detail exactly as if he were real. If I had passed him in the street of Atikala, aside from his unusual but not unheard of scale colour, I would not have paid him any attention at all.


  “No,” I said, letting a playful smile dance on my face. “I like the older, blinder Tyermumtican. He’s more gentle.”


  “That’s why I generally prefer that form; nobody expects a dragon to be harmless.” He clapped me on my uninjured shoulder. “Let’s get going, shall we?”


  Tyermumtican pushed open the door and held it for me. Inside the atmosphere was loud and raucous. Dwarves, gnomes, even a few orcs drank, sang, and slept on tables or the floor.


  All eyes fell upon us as we entered. The music died.


  Tyermumtican looked at me expectantly. Determined not to disappoint him, I straightened my back, mustering as much courage as I could, and stepped forward.


  “Greetings and well met, denizens. I am Ren of Atikala, and I wish to be taken to your Leaders at your next convenience.”


  The building was as quiet as the stones of the underworld, dozens of humanoids staring directly at me, their faces painted with unreadable expressions.


  “They look impressed,” said Tyermumtican.


  “They look annoyed,” I corrected, frowning in confusion, then addressed the small crowd once again. “Do not fear, inhabitants of Rockhearth, for we come in peace.”


  One of the orcs, a tall brute wearing filth-stained clothing who towered over even his peers and who stood behind a raised stone bar, said something in their strange language. I was sure he spoke draconic, but for some reason, he was ignoring me.


  “Well done,” whispered Tyermumtican into my earhole, smiling apologetically at the crowd and holding up his pale scaled hands. “I’m sorry, terribly sorry. My friend has an injury to her brain and makes mistakes from time to time. Tarran, how pleasant to see you again.”


  Now he was saying I was stupid. The orc behind the bar grunted noncommittedly.


  “I apologise for her manner. My friend Khavia here hasn’t been out of Atikala for long.”


  Khavia? The feminine form of Khavi. Suddenly my chest hurt.


  Tarran flexed his stony fists, leaned towards us, and spoke in guttural broken draconic. “You have been gone a long time, Pzar. I didn’t expect your bill ever to be paid.”


  “And yet, despite all expectations, I return. My good friend Khavia is here, and she has coins to settle my debt.”


  Coins? Debt? More talk of surface concepts I did not understand. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean,” said Tarran, exasperation creeping into his voice as though he had encountered this problem many times before with my kind, “that Pzar owes me coins. Little round things made of metal. You have some, I smelt them on our journey.”


  Dragons could do that to precious metals. I had no real idea of what they were worth. I unhooked a pouch from my belt and fished out the coins I had retrieved from the dead human Dorydd and I had found. Some of the silver ones were marked with crowns.


  So this dragon, this mighty creature who had power and magic and presumably wealth, had risked exposing me to…settle a minor debt? I glared at Tyermumtican. “Yes of course, Pzar. That’s why I’m here.”


  “Ten silver crowns,” said Tarran, hand outstretched. “Including a little extra for my trouble.”



  I counted ten, then handed them over. The orc counted them again and seemed pleased.


  The loss of the money didn’t bother me—it was valueless pieces of metal as far as I was concerned—but I wrapped my arm over Tyermumtican’s kobold shoulder and pulled him over to a table away from the others. “Aren’t dragons supposed to hoard gold?” I hissed. “Can’t you pay your own debts?”


  “Some dragons hoard gold,” he whispered, a roguish smile on his cheeks. He guided us to a table, and we sat, trying to ignore the many eyes watching us from all around. “Alas, I don’t usually travel with money.”


  “Maybe you should consider it,” I said.


  “Considered and disregarded.”


  I glared at him. “Why didn’t you pay this orc earlier?”


  “Sometimes owing someone money is a useful thing. When I owed him, he had a vested interest in keeping me alive and healthy. Now, well…if someone offers him five silvers to gut me and leave my body for the scavengers, what’s to stop him?”


  What indeed? I glanced to the towering greenskin as he slid coins across the table with one hand, counting each, the other stubbornly worked to polish a stain in the bar I did not think would ever be clean. The rest of the inhabitants were ignoring us. “A common sense of decency? Repeat business?”


  “Orcs don’t tend to think very far ahead when it comes to gaining money, but they remember debts well enough. Strange how that works.”


  Tarran continued to count his money, seeming content with how it had played out. He clearly had not a single inkling of the raw power of Tyermumtican’s true form.


  There was more to this interaction, I could tell, but my arm hurt, and I knew that if Tyermumtican had not wanted to tell me the truth there was a good reason for it. Kurdax whispered comforts from my belt.


  With a dragon on our side they would all be easy prey.


  An orc woman slid a tray with two drinks and a bowl of meat on our table. The scent of the dark bronze fluid reminded me of the golden fluid I had fallen into at Northaven.


  “Here you go, Pzar. And one for your mate as well.”


  I held up my working hand and started to correct her incorrect assumption, but Tyermumtican pressed one of the drinks into it.


  “To us,” he said, and sipped the drink.


  I didn’t know what else to do. “To us,” I echoed, and drank.


  Unlike the bitter, fluffy Northaven drink, this one was smooth and sweet, full of subtle flavours and a pleasant aroma. “This is good!” I said to Tyermumtican, smiling widely.


  “Aye,” he said, his smile wide. “Like I said, famous for its drinks. You and I should come here more often.”


  “I don’t know about that,” I said. “I have debts to repay in Ssarsdale too, but I’d definitely come back here with you.” I surveyed the whole room. Nobody was paying attention to us anymore. We had faded into the fabric of this place, just two kobolds, enjoying a quiet drink. “After.”


  Tyermumtican gave me a cautious look. “After what, exactly?”


  After I plant Kurdax into Vrax’s heart. When the words floated into my mind they sounded, well, a little crazy. I reminded myself that Kurdax could not talk, and that if he did, I should disregard whatever he said.


  He. It. The inanimate lump of steel on my hip that definitely could not talk.


  “Just some things,” I said. “This place isn’t on Atikalan maps. Nor the map you gave me to get to the surface.”


  “No, it wasn’t. I assumed that you wouldn’t be dropping in for a drink on your journey to Ssarsdale.” He sipped more of his drink, studying me with a concerned look. “Did they send help?”


  The answer turned the drink in my mouth sour. “They did not.”


  “Well,” he said, “let’s drink up then and try to forget it.”


  “What purpose does that serve?”


  “None.” His smile became wide, showing his perfect teeth. “But it will make us feel better.”




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER IXX


  



  



  



  IT TURNED OUT THAT THE drink took the edge away from my pain—physical or otherwise—and as the night wore on I grew quite fond of the honey mead, letting my pain be lessened, the pursuers forgotten, and my various burdens eased.


  A good feeling.


  Three containers of it disappeared down my throat. Tyermumtican had called them steins. I had no idea what it was, but after almost an hour, I, for no particular reason, struggled to contain the urge to stand on one of the tables and sing. It didn’t come to that; Tyermumtican managed to pull me down before I attracted too much attention to myself. The jolting hurt my arm, and the pain returned; I wobbled in my seat and everything was spinny.


  I recognised the effect. Part wooziness from injury, part some kind of poison. I was familiar with all manner of poisons from my classes. Never had I found one that was so sweet or that made me feel so good. For a time, all of my problems really did feel as though they were forgotten; I didn’t think of Khavi or Dorydd or Valen or Contremulus or Pewdt or anyone.


  The last of my stein disappeared down my throat. Surfacers prepared and drank poison, willingly, paying hard earned money for the privilege. If Tyermumtican had explained to me what I was imbibing before I had tried it I would have slapped it out of his hands, called him a fool, and then probably stormed out.


  Now, though, I just wanted more. My dragon friend, however, cast a disapproving look my way as I tried to catch the attention of the serving orc.


  “I think you’ve had enough,” said Tyermumtican. “The key is moderation.”


  “Everything should be taken in moderation,” I said. “Even moderation.”


  “Correct, but not on your first time. Three steins is more than enough for any kobold.”


  “Steins is such a funny word.” I let it roll around on my tongue. “Steins. Steins.”


  “Fascinating,” he said, “but it’s time we set that arm of yours, and then went to our rooms.”


  “Rooms?” I scrunched up my nose. “Why do we need more than one? Are the rooms in this place the size of coffins?”


  “Kobolds may typically sleep all in a big pile, but I would prefer my own space. Do not worry, Ren. I will be nearby.”


  I didn’t like the arrangement, but in my poisoned state the cares and concerns for safety were far behind me. This was a civilised place, with thick walls, away from most maps and hidden well enough that few would know its existence. “Fine,” I said. “Let’s get going.”


  “Not quite yet,” he said. He pointed. “We should splint your arm first.”


  “But it doesn’t hurt anymore,” I said, flexing my fingers to show him. They were blurry and indistinct, like the numb pain in the limb. “See?”


  “An effect of the drink,” he said, “and part of the reason why I let you consume so much.” I realised now that the orc bartender was standing nearby, sharpening his knives and preparing what I assumed were a set of splints.


  “Very well,” I said, gritting my teeth. “Let’s get this over with.”
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  It turned out that the mead didn’t dull the pain much at all.


  The orc was as rough and confident with his hands as he was accurate. My left arm was tied down and stretched to provide tension; I could both hear and feel the snapped-bone ends scraping against each other as he did so, a strange, uncomfortable sensation that made me swoon and nearly pass out. Glowbugs skittered around us providing additional light.


  His knives lifted a patch of my scales. The edge was so sharp, almost impossibly so, that I barely felt anything more than a sharp sting. With my flesh peeled back a thin wire was inserted, threaded between the muscles and sinew of my body, manoeuvring the bone back into its proper position. When he was satisfied, the orc removed the wire, and using some kind of glue, sealed the cut on my arm.


  My forearm was laid between two splints made of some kind of bone I did not recognize, and then a bandage wrapped tightly around. Golden blood soaked the bandages almost immediately.


  “Change these daily,” he instructed, thrusting a handful of dirty bandages into Tyermumtican’s hands. “Or she dies. If she gets a fever, burn it out with fire, or she dies. If rot sets in, remove the arm, or she dies. Fifteen silvers. No refunds if she doesn’t make it.”


  This time, it seemed, Tyermumtican had coins ready. He passed them over without complaint.


  He had money this entire time. As he looked at me, his expression one of concern masked with relief, I began to understand why he had me pay his debt.


  The coins were not just inert lumps of metal. Money could be exchanged for goods and services. This simple lesson would be an important survival tool if I were to interact with these people, or any other surface dwellers in any meaningful fashion, in the future.


  That lesson was worth more than ten silvers.


  “I will make sure the bandages are changed,” Tyermumtican promised, and then he led me up a set of stone stairs to one of the upper floors and a series of rooms, holding my good hand. Between the lingering traces of poison in my blood, the booze in my belly, and the blood lost on the orc’s surgical table, walking was still a shaky prospect for me. Torches lined the walls, making far too much light for my taste.


  Not that it mattered. I passed out in the corridor. The next thing I knew, I was lying on my back on a massive, soft cushion. I had seen something similar in Contremulus’s room. This one was elevated off the floor, like some flat-backed, four-legged beast.


  “Time to put you to bed,” said Tyermumtican.


  So that’s what they were called. Beds. They looked soft, lumpy, and uncomfortable. I was expected to sleep on that?


  He helped me hobble over, and then assisted me as I gingerly lay down on the bed. Smiling a cheeky smile, Tyermumtican pulled the thick blanket up to my middle.


  “You stay warm, backup-food.”


  I lazily swatted his face. “Don’t call me that.”


  “Oh, I think it’s adorable.”


  I laughed through my nose. “You’re adorable.”


  He didn’t answer right away. I thought I had offended him. He looked down at me, I looked up at him, and then he pulled the blankets up to my chin. “Good night, Ren.”


  “Wait,” I said. I suddenly felt very alone. “Don’t leave.”


  Tyermumtican hesitated as though unsure of what to tell me, and then—with a soft baritone that filled the whole room—began to sing.


  



  “When the candle’s light fades,


  And the spirit finds itself adrift,


  



  Our soul shall depart for brighter shores,


  And we shall breathe our last,


  



  And so we enter the Graveyard of Dreams,


  And see all those who knew us,


  



  We will write our stories,


  So the Gods can know our deeds,


  



  Only then shall we understand the final truth,


  And see our own reflection.


  



  It is only in death do we truly know ourselves.”


  



  “Beautiful,” I said, stifling a yawn.


  “Good night,” he said again, and then he moved to the door, then closed it.
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  The song helped soothe me in some way I suspected to be magical, and although the poison I had ingested made my eyes droop, pain stole sleep from me. I tossed and turned, moving my injured arm as little as possible, but even the slightest wriggle provoked agony. The soft cushions of the sleeping platform were foreign to me, uncomfortable, and I longed for the cool stone floor. Tyermumtican had placed me here, though, and I did not want to offend him.


  His desires, though, eventually had to come second to my need for rest. I guiltily stuffed one of the pillows underneath the many blankets, to make it seem as though I were sleeping there in case he checked in on me, and then I slid off the bed and onto the ground, crawling underneath the narrow space between the stone and the underside of the sleeping platform.


  Much, much better. The cool stone soothed my arm. I lay on my back, staring up at the material that made up the bottom of the strange sleeping area. Why did humans feel the need to rest in such things? Stone was pleasant, smooth, and easy on the scales.


  Slowly, I started to doze off, and for the first time in a while, I wondered how Valen and Dorydd were spending the night without me.


  That line of thought was interrupted as a thin dagger slid through the bed towards my face, stopping less than an inch away from my eye.


  “Nothing,” said a whisper-quiet voice in draconic. Female. The dagger retracted, leaving a thin slit from which tiny feathers trickled. “Just a pillow. Not here.”


  A set of kobold feet slid down into my field of view. Another set joined them. They landed without making a sound, as though they were as ghostly as one of my paintings.


  “Cunning deception,” said the newcomer. Their accent was strange, draconic, but a butchered, highly efficient version that cut out redundant and necessary words. I had never heard it before. “How?”


  “Knew we were coming,” said another. “Target was here. Recently. Smell blood.”


  “Search room,” said the first speaker. “Then move on.”


  I reached into my mind, drawing out the arcane energy needed to cast, to burn those feet with my fire and hope that it would be enough for me to escape.


  I didn’t have a chance to complete the spell. A giant claw smashed through the stone wall dividing my room from the next. Stone rained onto the soft sleeping platform above me, showering the room. Another burst through next to me, enveloping me in its colossal fingers. Darkness swallowed everything.


  “Don’t worry, Ren,” said Tyermumtican, his voice deep and powerful. “I have you.”


  “Dragon!” Hissed one of the kobolds. There was less fear there than there should have been.


  As though in answer to her question, the gravity in the room reversed. I could feel this only, rather than see it, as I was pushed into Tyermumtican’s hand. Air rushed past me as the kobolds were flung into the ceiling.


  They didn’t scream. Didn’t cry out at all. Steel was drawn. Wings were flapped. Screams echoed throughout the building as the others woke from the noise.


  And then a terrible rumble shook the entire building. Tyermumtican’s draconic hand moved, but something snagged on the way, and I was thrown out of his grasp, spilling onto the stone. I curled into a ball, tumbling until the momentum died, and I lay on my back, my injured arm tucked in close.


  The head of Tyermumtican, the powerful copper dragon in his true form, had broken out of the roof. Oil spilled from dozens of lanterns mixed with the light of glowbugs, basking the whole area in a strange, otherworldly light. The kobolds who had tried to kill me flailed helplessly as they floated in the air. I could see them now, completely, with their black cloaks, fine chainmail, and dizzying array of weaponry.


  Darkguard. The elite assassins of my people. Three of them.



  It seemed impossible. They only ever worked alone. Two might be sent against a great threat, such as Tyermumtican himself, something so powerful and mighty it could not be dealt with by a single assassin.


  Three was unheard of. Tyermumtican must be powerful indeed.


  He inhaled and sprayed out a thick line of acid towards the three floating Darkguard. As the spray neared them, they arched their backs, bent their bodies, and impossibly avoided it with impeccable precision. The acid splashed into the shattered stones of the building, melting them before my eyes.


  Tyermumtican would need my help. I pulled myself to my feet and cast. Magical darts flew from the fingertips of my unbroken hand, unerringly leaping towards the closest of them, but something strange happened. The missiles flew towards the dragon clasps of their cloaks, the metal absorbing the energy harmlessly.


  I hissed, but my anger turned to concern as the antigravity magic faded, and the Darkguard plummeted to the ground. They landed with impressive grace, legs coiled to take the impact, as though a twenty-foot drop was nothing to them.


  All three of them looked my way. One locked eyes with me. Without hesitation, he stepped over to the ruined building, near where a fallen torch cast a long shadow on the ground, and jumped into it, vanishing in a puff of mist.


  Before I had a chance to process what I was seeing, the same kobold leapt out of my shadow, his body wreathed in dark flames, a knife in his hand.


  The edge, black matte and sinister in a way I felt in my bones, elongated and stretched towards me, and I realised with a terrible horror I had seen this kind of weapon before.


  The kobold slashed at me. I ducked, and the blade barely missed my flesh. As I stepped back and unconsciously fell into a fighting stance—something that was odd with my arm bandaged against my body—I saw something in her eyes.


  Empty hollowness.


  There was no joy. No life. No happiness. This Darkguard lived to follow the orders of their masters; to kill when told to kill, to march when told to march, and to do nothing more.


  She lunged at me, a measured, even action that gave her enough reach to me but didn’t overextend. I fell back, keeping myself upright with my tail, then rolled to the side.


  A dagger waited for me, my move perfectly anticipated.


  It bit into my hip like fire. It was a slight hit, barely a graze, but the magic of the weapon opened, and it stretched the wound, ripping into my scales and tearing them away from my skin.


  I screamed. I had no weapons, no armour, and one of my arms was broken, wrapped tightly around my chest. If I didn’t get help, I would be dead in seconds.


  The Darkguard thrust towards me, dagger outstretched, but I caught her hand; she was stronger than I gave her credit for, and the tip connected. My scales deflected the wound, the edge dragging a gouge through the hard covering of my body. She bit my shoulder. I bit back. We rolled, over and over, on the stone, snapping and biting at each other, until I twisted her wrist and the kobold-bane dagger clattered to the stone.


  No time to savour my advantage. The Darkguard curled her body, arching her back and kicking me with both feet in the abdomen, blowing the air from my lungs. Leaping away, flipping in the air, the Darkguard then landed with soundless grace next to her dagger, and with a blur of motion, it was in her hand once more.


  This was my chance. I extended my claw towards her and shouted arcane words with all my remaining strength, using my last reserves of courage to summon fire.


  She threw a rainbow-coloured stone at me, pulled from her hip pouch. It struck the ground at my feet and exploded in an icy shower. I coughed and gagged, and the flames died in a shower of sparks from my fingertips.


  This kind of weapon was not standard equipment. The Darkguard were infamous for their preparation. Yesterday is nine-tenths the battle was the words they were sworn in by. And yet, these ones had not prepared for the antigravity. They had acquired some item that defeated my magical darts. They were ready for my magic.


  They knew me, knew what spells I could cast, and how to defeat them. Their daggers were tuned to kobold flesh.


  They were not hunting Tyermumtican.


  They were hunting me.


  The Darkguard didn’t gloat or react in any way to my failure. She scampered across the stone, raised the dagger high above me, then plunged it down into my chest.


  The end.


  Or so I thought. The tip struck the splint holding my arm together, lodging deep. The pain of the impact reverberated through my bones; the Darkguard yanked wildly, trying to free her weapon, and my whole arm erupted in searing pain.


  Pain gave me purpose. I went to cast again, holding my hand inches away from her face, but I knew I could not focus with such a distraction.


  So I drove a claw into each of her eyes.


  She whimpered. Not a shriek of pain. Not a panicked cry. Just a soft whimper as I pierced her eyes. The Darkguard yanked her head back, clutching her face, and I latched my claws onto her throat, then tore out her windpipe.



  Blood ran down my hand, splashed onto my chest, and I threw the body to one side.


  The world became spotty and grey, all the colour draining out of it. Similar, in many respects, to my ability to sense magical auras…but this was a wholly natural process. The rush of battle faded from me, and my body’s aches and pains returned.


  I sensed movement to my right. I did not need to look to see who it was; it had to be one of the other Darkguard, come to finish me as I lay there, bathed in the light of the burning building, covered in blood. I waited to die.


  “Come on,” said Dorydd as she gently scooped me up. “We have to get out of here.”


  Kurdax lay on the ground. I could have left it there; I had another chance to get rid of this symbol of my bitterness and hate.


  “Wait,” I said. “My dagger.”


  This was the second of my mistakes. Dorydd snatched it up, and we ran.


  For the second time I was carried, but this time it was a welcome, powerful relief. “Thank you.”


  Dorydd did not seem joyous. Her face was grimy and painted with concern, looking around her as she carried me away from the conflagration.


  “Is she dead?” asked Valen, scampering onto my bloodstained body. “There’s a lot of blood.”


  “Not yet,” I said, although my voice was weak.


  “What happened?”


  “Darkguard,” I said. “Kobold assassins.”


  Valen’s eyes lit up. “Other kobolds?”


  That was not a conversation I wanted to have with him at that moment. I craned my head, trying to find my dragon friend. “Wait, where is Tyermumtican?”


  “Who?” Dorydd did not carry me as gentle as he. Every step was a bump that sent fire up my arm. “The orc with the wands?”


  “No,” I said. “The dragon.”


  She squinted down at me. “What dragon?”


  As though on cue, the stone below Dorydd’s feet turned to mud, and she sank into her knees. The sloppy mess squelched as her feet struggled to escape. A rush of air down the passageway blew Dorydd’s hair all around my face; she turned around, and then I too could see Tyermumtican’s maw, brimming with acid, almost filling the tunnel we were within.


  “Shit of the dead Gods!” shrieked Dorydd, struggling wildly to free herself.


  “No!” I said, as loudly as I could. “She’s a friend!”


  “Friend?” Tyermumtican shrank away, becoming a gnome once more. His face was puffy and bruised, and his body was covered in tiny cuts. It seemed to be the height of insanity that mere kobolds had inflicted such wounds on a dragon. I had underestimated the Darkguard.


  We had no time to explain. The remaining Darkguard came running down the tunnel, their feet silent on the stones, weapons in hand.


  We were in trouble. I was too hurt to fight; Dorydd was carrying me, and the tunnel was too small for Tyermumtican to properly fight within.



  “Leave me,” I said. “Just run.”


  “Watch and learn,” said Tyermumtican, placing his gnomish hand on the stone. With a muttered word, the stone passage we had come from slid closed like a mouth. A sickening wet crunch echoed down the passageway as it became a featureless, flat pane of stone.


  Valen ran over to the flattened wall, touching it with his tiny claw. “Are they okay?”


  “They will pursue us no longer,” said Tyermumtican. Dorydd and I exchanged a look.


  It all seemed anticlimactic. “So,” I said to Tyermumtican. “That was your plan? Just close off the passage and…crush them within?” It seemed so simple to defeat them. Effortless.


  “Magic is a powerful tool,” said Tyermumtican.


  “Yes, but I mean, I had anticipated a fight…one we could win, most certainly, but a fight.”


  “Why fight when you can win without even seeing your enemy?”


  I had no clear idea about what to think about this. It seemed wrong that these elite assassins, with a lifetime of training, had their lives snuffed out by a single spell that none of them could have seen or even anticipated.


  On the other hand, though, winning was a good feeling.


  Tyermumtican turned to Dorydd. “Who are you, whom Ren calls friend?”


  “I am Lady Dorydd Duergirn of Thunderhelm.” There was a shake in her voice that I found familiar; she was braver than I when I had first met Tyermumtican. “Who are you?”


  Tyermumtican smiled, his face lighting up. “Long have I held friendship with the Thunderhelms. I am Tyermumtican, although your people know me as Laughless.”


  Dorydd looked as though her eyes might have bugged out. “Y-you are Laughless? The Wing of the Underworld? Sovereign of the Copper Throne?”


  Tyermumtican wiped some of the blood away from his face and blinked his blind eyes. “I have been known by those names, yes.”


  Dorydd shuffled as though to crouch onto one knee, but I was in her arms, and it was impossible. “It is an honour to meet you.” Did she bow to everyone? I realised I might have been very rude to her.


  “We will have time enough for a proper greeting later,” Tyermumtican said. “For now, though, we shouldn’t stay here.”


  He was right. I nodded his way. “If there are any other Darkguard they will not call off their pursuit so easily.”


  “No,” said Tyermumtican. “They won’t.”


  Tyermumtican offered to carry me, and Dorydd offered no complaint. Valen rode on my shoulder as we walked out of the tunnels, away from the collapsed ruin of Rockhearth and further into the underworld.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER XX


  



  



  



  WE DID NOT GO FAR. Tyermumtican located an underground spring nearby with fresh running water. The four of us drank, eagerly and greedily, and refilled our wineskins.


  Darkguard would certainly not attack Tyermumtican unprepared, but I did not believe for a second that he had killed them all, and that any stragglers had given up the hunt even when presented with a fully-grown dragon.


  “How far away are they?” I asked Tyermumtican.


  “Uncertain.” He closed his eyes, trying to listen. “There is too much background noise. Many flee Rockhearth, others mill around. The destruction has attracted many feet. I suspect if there are Darkguard they will walk differently now, deliberately creating distractions. Assuming they even exist.”


  “Well,” said Dorydd. “I might be able to find them the same way I found you two.”


  That was something I hadn’t considered. I had fallen so far into Drathari that I assumed she would have had no hope of finding me. “How did you find me?”


  “I asked the stones,” said Dorydd. “A kobold with wings of fire attracts even the eyes of bedrock.” Her face lost some of its light. “I thought the gnome you travelled with was Pewdt.”


  “I thought you were Pewdt. Tyermumtican could hear you singing.”


  She frowned. “I always sing when I march.”


  “I know, but…well, never mind.” I shifted and stood on my own feet, gingerly. “Feel free to ask the stones where the Darkguard are.”


  Dorydd swept her hand across the ground, scooping up a handful of gravel. “Hello little folk,” she said, smiling widely at the dirt. “I am Dorydd Duergirn.”


  Nothing. I felt vaguely embarrassed, as though witnessing a mad dwarf’s ramble. Valen and Tyermumtican seemed fascinated by the process, particularly Valen.


  “Mmm,” she said. “I’m sorry, little ones, but I cannot divert the water’s flow. I know its erosion must pain you so. My apologies.” Another smile. “No, I am not the sun from above, we are far from its light. The sun has a much greater name. Khan’il, in our tongue.”


  It struck me odd that she continued to speak Draconic. “How do the rocks know the tongue of dragons?” I asked Tyermumtican.


  “The language doesn’t matter,” he said, almost as an aside. “They don’t listen to the words. Only the meaning. Tone. They hear without hearing.”


  A confusing explanation if ever I heard one. I turned back to Dorydd. “What do they say?”


  She listened to the stones for a moment. The airflow in the tunnel picked up; I could sense the magic in the air, even without my spells. There was something happening. Strange. Elemental. It confused me.


  “This one.” She let her handful fall, but kept a little pebble. “Excitable little fellow. I’m having a hard time understanding what he’s saying, but…” her face fell. “He says there are two shadows following us. Far away. They share your shadow.”


  The idiosyncrasies of assigning a gender to a rock aside, the news was not as worrying to me as it was to Dorydd. “They could be more Darkguard. How far away are they?”


  Dorydd frowned as she listened to nothing. “Several hundred yards, and above. They are more careful and move with purpose. Together, but apart. They flutter from tunnel to tunnel, little leaves carried by the wind. They move carefully. Claws scratching on the stones. They anger the rocks. They have no regard for the paths. They disturb ancient pebbles, so the pebbles betray them.”


  In the future, I should tread more carefully. The dwarven affinity for rock was so strange. “What else did you learn?”


  “They have mail,” she said. “Shirts of fine chain. And sharp daggers. Sharper than they should be.”


  The same mail I wore. The same dagger I had in my belt. “They are definitely the Darkguard,” I said. “Others would not be equipped so.”


  “They bear a mark on their clothing, but the stones cannot identify it.”


  There was only one place these kobolds could come from. Ssarsdale. But why would they hunt me? The Ssarsdalians thought I was dead. The sooner I got there, the sooner I could sort this out, one way or the other.


  Answers would have to come later. “How can we avoid them?”


  Dorydd seemed surprised by my question. “You do not think we have a chance against them?”


  “We cannot fight them,” I said. “Not in open combat. The Darkguard are living shadows. Tougher than iron. Quieter than growing moss. They are elite assassins; we have no prayer against them save escaping.”


  Tyermumtican chuckled, and for a moment, he let his true voice out. “That is Ren of Atikala speaking,” he said. “Ren, who was always taught to fear the authority of her people. Ren, who had never even seen the sun. Ren, who has forgotten she travels with a dragon. I am surprised you are afraid of them after all you have learnt.”


  He was right, of course, and I didn’t even know why I was arguing. “Then I’m afraid you do not fully understand the situation. Before today I’ve only seen one before. It was dead.”


  “So you already know, little kobold, that they can be killed.” Dorydd gestured to my blood-stained hand. “I didn’t get a good look at that one back there, but you seemed to do well enough against her.”


  I had gotten lucky. Valen was giving me a strange look, and I again wanted to change the subject. “We should resume our march and hope to lose them in the tunnels.”


  My dwarven friend stood, brushing her dirty hands on her robes. “I’ll bet you a gold piece we can best them.”


  I scrunched up my snout. “Bet?”


  “A surface expression. I will give you one gold coin if we win, and you give me one if we do not.”


  “If we do not, we will be dead. Further, I don’t know if I have gold coins.” What was their value again?


  She shrugged. “Then you will have to give me something else, but we can discuss that later. For now, though…” she tilted her neck. It cracked softly. “We have work to do.”


  Tyermumtican and Dorydd talked amongst themselves for a while. I kept Valen entertained, tossing pebbles for him to whack with Dorydd’s frying pan. Donk. Donk. Donk.


  “We have decided,” said Dorydd. “You are right, but for the wrong reason. It is best we avoid the Darkguard, if that is what they truly are; not because we fear the outcome of the battle, but until they come closer, there is no chance they can hurt us. If they continue to chase, after seeing what happened to their companions, we will deal with them.”


  “Why not deal with them now?” I said. Kurdax agreed with me. “Why don’t we strike while we have the advantage?”


  “Ren,” said Tyermumtican, “battle and conflict is not glamorous. It is not, in any sense of the word, fair. It cannot be. In war the only outcome that matters is victory.” He pointed down the corridor. “Those kobolds tried to murder you in your sleep. Had they the magic I have, they would have crushed you just as I crushed them. This is how war is fought. With the best tools available, to supreme effect, with minimal danger to yourself. This is why humans are so prevalent on the surface. They understand this fact. They also understand when not to fight.”


  “I didn’t understand.”



  “You were being trained as a Leader, were you not?”


  “The thought had crossed Tzala’s mind. Or so she said.”


  “But your primary duties were as a warrior.”


  I nodded.


  “A warrior,” he said, “fights tactically. They care about their footwork. Where their blows land. How their equipment is arranged, and through tactical acumen, a warrior achieves victory. A Leader fights strategically. They care about how their troops are fed. Where they draw water from. How best to take and hold territory. A warrior can exist without a leader; even in large groups, and they are dangerous. Never underestimate them. But with true leadership…warriors gain direction. Purpose. And through purpose, achieve much greater victories.”


  “I suppose you have a point. However, none of this explains why burying our enemies before they even have a chance to meet us is the right course of action.”


  Tyermumtican smiled, his blind eyes shining. “A spellcaster, as you are, must slowly shed their tactical side and think strategically. They must learn how their spells can accomplish great victories. They are their tools, in the same way a leader’s tools are their soldiers. Magic makes you an army unto yourself.”


  Staring at the unremarkable pane of stone, beyond which lay the corpses of two of the most dangerous members of my kind, I could not find the words to argue.


  “Let’s go,” said Dorydd, placing her hand on my shoulder. “There’s nothing more to do here.”


  With Tyermumtican’s lesson churning over in my mind, I fell into step with the others.
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  Hours passed, and we trudged on in silence, putting as much distance between us and Rockhearth as we could, and then finally Valen—tired of endless rock and winding passageways—spoke up.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Ssarsdale,” I said. I looked to Tyermumtican for confirmation.


  “Wherever you want,” he said, ever-present smile on his face. “Are you sure that is where you wish to go?”



  Where did I want to go? Atikala was a ruin. Ssarsdale had not been what I had hoped it was. We would not be welcome back at Rockhearth, if and when it was rebuilt. Not that many people lived there permanently anyway.


  So where?


  “Vrax betrayed Khavi and I. That place was going to be my home. It’s because of Vrax that Khavi is dead.” I realised I was, subconsciously, holding Kurdax’s hilt. I let it go. “I need to make him pay for what he’s done.”


  “I anticipated you might say something like that.” Tyermumtican stopped, and we all gathered around him. He did not seem pleased although his words were even and calm. “Let us not make a hasty decision. There is an old dwarven settlement nearby—nothing more than a ruin these days. We could camp there and rest. There’s nobody living there now, but it should be stable enough.”


  Rest sounded agreeable. I still hadn’t slept from the night before. Dorydd, however, narrowed her eyes.


  “You speak of the ruin of Silverdarrow, yes?”


  “Ruins?” I thought back to the map Tyermumtican had created for us. “My people recorded a town in that area. So did others.”


  “If others recorded it,” said Dorydd, “they were marking it down as a grave.” Her tone became morose. “They had something Contremulus wanted. I’m not privy to what it was; I don’t think anyone knows. But he burned the town to ashes to prove some kind of point. He says it wasn’t him, but the town was scoured by a dragon…now all that’s left are the foundations and the howl of the wind. A thousand dwarves died here. Some were related to me.”


  “So why do the Thunderhelms work with Contremulus?” I wanted to say serve, but she had become angry when I had done so previously.


  Dorydd placed one boot in front of the other, not looking at me. “Fear. The leaders of my people are old and frightened; they believe Contremulus to be…contained. They fear the dragon’s fire, so they convince themselves that they are too valuable for him to destroy.”


  “Fools.” I did not feel comfortable criticising the elders of Dorydd’s people, but I knew this with absolute certainty. “Contremulus cares only for himself.”


  “Of course.”


  Tyermumtican spoke up. “An interesting history lesson,” he said, “but I still feel Silverdarrow is the best destination for us.”


  Dorydd shook her head. “No,” she said, her tone brooking no argument. “The ghosts of the past haunt that place. We cannot stay there. To even pass through it is folly.”


  Tyermumtican smiled a soft, knowing smile. “Why do you say that?”


  “Every dwarven child knows of the ruin of Silverdarrow. We call it the Suffering, a terrible cavern where the restless dead demand recompense for their losses and extract it from visitors. The howls of vengeful ghosts warn travellers away from their doom. The stones shift and melt as the land itself attempts to remove the vile, unholy place as one might a splinter in the skin. It is accursed. Contremulus’s dark magic saw to it.”


  “And you trust this information?”


  “These tales are told by level-headed dwarves, perceptive and honest, and I have no reason to doubt the veracity of their claims.”


  “Believe me,” said Tyermumtican with a glint in his eye. “We will be perfectly safe there.”


  Dorydd’s scepticism was clear, but we travelled on. Tyermumtican led the way; he seemed familiar with these tunnels, and in remarkable time, the narrow tunnel broadened into a wider cavern of eroded limestone. Stalactites hung from the ceiling like teeth; the spectres of ruined structures, barely a few feet high, were the only remnants of the city that once stood here.


  From the stones, hundreds of incorporeal dwarves—their bodies glowing with a dark inner light, their eyes nothing but azure pits—rose before us. The air filled with the ominous hum of magic and far away, dark chanting.


  Dorydd shouted a warcry. Valen hissed. I went for my blade.


  Tyermumtican laughed.


  The figures marched towards us, ghostly hands outstretched. I sliced a hand from an arm, but it regrew before my eyes. Dorydd flung herself at one of the monsters but fell through its empty form.


  Hands closed in around me, surrounding me and attacking my sides, leaving only retreat. I stepped back, slashing wildly, my blade striking nothing but air.


  The figures faded into nothing.


  “An illusion,” breathed Dorydd, her pupils wide with fright. “It was just a trick of the mind.”


  “As are all the defences of this place.” Tyermumtican strode into the city, beckoning us to follow. “Set up by me, of course, to safeguard the dwarven legacy.”


  Dorydd picked herself up. “Safeguard it by keeping any dwarves who lived here away?”


  “Better to have nobody than thieving orcs or conquering kobolds. Dwarves love history, do they not? This ruin will be perfectly preserved for when they decide, eventually, to pluck up their courage and return.”


  Dorydd’s face flushed red. “You play games with my people’s legacy, dragon. Worse, you question their courage.”


  “Whine as you might, my friend, however the evidence speaks for itself. Simple tricks will affect only the simple minded. Were your people not so superstitious they could have reclaimed the Suffering centuries ago. I believe a thank you would be more appropriate than further complaints.”


  Dorydd did not answer. She simply folded her arms over her chest.


  “What happened here?” I asked. “As in, truly happened here?”


  Tyermumtican did not speak right away and looked over the ruined stone buildings. “It was not Contremulus’s wrath that visited this place and razed it to the ground. It was mine.”


  “What?” Dorydd’s anger was pronounced. “You? What cause would you have for this?”


  “A dragon’s wrath is often misunderstood by the survivors as an elemental force. But the true cause of Silverdarrow’s demise was much less dramatic…a youthful, inexperienced dragon who discovered twisted cultists sacrificing innocents to dark and terrible powers. That dragon hunted and slew the leaders in their beds, then used fear and misdirection—along with simple magic—to convince the less guilty and genuinely innocent that their rituals had gone terribly awry, and due to some minor infraction or another, their divine patroness had turned her fickle favour to others. Fear and the pragmatic desire to avoid the wrath of a spurned Goddess did the rest. They turned on one another, accusing each other of heresy and blasphemy, and their infighting undermined them completely. The more pragmatic dwarves left. The zealous ones who remained, well…they were easy pickings.”


  Dorydd’s tone was as acidic as Tyermumtican’s breath. “I did not know that knights moonlighted as assassins and murderers when the need called for it.”


  “When the need calls for it,” echoed Tyermumtican, “I can be whatever I need to be. The title of knight is bestowed upon me by others. I do not claim it as my own. The Thunderhelm dwarves call me hero. The truth of the matter is, heroes are a fiction. A symbol for a society to rally around. It is an ideal, not flesh. Men, dwarves, dragons…the same is true for all of us. None are pure of heart or wicked to the core. Everyone has some redeeming quality or dark secret. To pretend otherwise implies that the flaw is deep indeed; so far below the surface even the individual cannot see it for themselves. But I promise you, such defects lie in every heart.”


  “Slaying dwarves as they sleep is hardly a minor defect.”


  “Would you be less angry if they died screaming, their eyes open, their bodies able to feel every drop of acid?”


  “Honestly? No.”


  “Then would you be less angry if they were orcs?”


  “Orcs bent on rampaging and killing? The two are not equivalent.”


  “Why do you assume they were bent on rampaging and killing?”


  “They are orcs!”


  “And she,” he said, pointing to me, “is a kobold. Yet you travel beside her.”


  “Ren is different.” Dorydd’s stern gaze was fixed on him. “How did you judge them deserving of death?”


  “You forget quickly, lady dwarf, the dark sacrifices I mentioned.” Tyermumtican kept his eyes on Dorydd as he spoke, but in some strange way, I understood he was talking to me instead. “A leader must protect their own above all others, but this nurturing instinct can blind them to the truth of their own people. A darkened room is not so black when one stands inside it, and the shadows of others are much easier to see than your own.”


  “Had you reasoned with them rather than just simply—”


  “Reasoned them away from the ritual sacrifice of innocents? Anyone who gleans the favour of Gods by placing steel in the hearts of the undeserving is unlikely to simply desist when presented with a reasonable, logical argument.”


  “How do you know?” Dorydd pressed the point. “How did you know the dwarves you killed were innocent?”


  For the first time, Tyermumtican’s brow furrowed and his tone deepened, revealing the voice of the dragon beneath the gnomish mask he wore. “Fool of a dwarf. You think I woke up one day and decided on a whim to drive a thousand dwarves from their homes? The victims were children, specifically bred for the task and slain when the stones of the city cried out for blood. Every day I stayed my wrath would have meant more blood on these stones. Decisiveness of action is imperative when faced with an immediate threat, and believe me, your kinsmen were a threat. Is it so impossible for you? Do you think dwarves more noble than men? Your bias blinds. The races of Drathari decide their own fates, Dorydd of Thunderhelm. These dwarves chose a dark path. We, on the other hand, are free to forge our own destiny.”


  Tyermumtican had told me the exact same words when I had met him.


  “Fine,” spat Dorydd, as angry as I had ever seen her. “Justify your actions however you wish. I’ll sleep outside the ruins and won’t be an implicit party to your wickedness.”


  “The stubbornness of dwarves. Fine. Sleep wherever you wish,” said Tyermumtican, groaning softly as he eased his gnome body onto the stone, then laying me out beside him. “I could use a rest.”


  Dorydd glared at me, her eyes asking me to follow her. When I didn’t she stormed off into the darkness alone.


  Valen scampered across the stone floor, his face full of excitement. “Do you think she’ll get killed by a ghost?”
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  TO VALEN’S CLEAR DISAPPOINTMENT, DORYDD returned to us later that night. She seemed much calmer, although her knuckles were bruised and scratched red. I did not believe for a second she had been fighting enemies. What kind of effect would punching the stones have for her, given she could talk to them? Perhaps they, sensing her rage, consented to a beating.


  “I’m sorry,” she said to Tyermumtican, squaring her shoulders. “I do not condone the slaughter of my kinsmen, but the illusions were an adequate safeguard, and you were wise to secure the city after…what happened. You were right. As I presume you always are.”


  The gnome didn’t open his eyes or move from his sleeping position. “Thank you. However, I should tell you, I am almost always inevitably wrong in some way, small or large.”


  “Were you ever wrong with Silverdarrow?”


  He sat up, blinked his blind eyes, and looked away. “Yes. At some points.”


  “Did you kill anyone who didn’t deserve it?”


  “No.”


  “Then what?”


  “Nothing in particular. Just doubts. I thought I could dispense justice and right wrongs wherever they were found. I discovered what all young idealistic people discover. There are some evils that exist because their removal would be a greater evil. The dead deserved to die, but the denizens of Silverdarrow did not deserve to lose their homes, nor earn the distrust of their fellow dwarves who believed them cursed.”


  “Some Silverdarrians live in Ironhelm lands now. Their lives are a miserable toil.”



  “Their suffering was not my goal, nor do I accept responsibility for it. Their leaders turned to dark Gods. Not I. With the demise of said leaders, such tragedies will hopefully be behind us. In time their wounds shall heal.”


  “I do hope so,” said Dorydd, although her words came out through clenched teeth. She turned to me. “Will you permit me to rest with you?”


  “Of course,” I said, and I patted the flat stone next to me.


  Tyermumtican stood, stretching his gnomish limbs. “I should patrol the area. I have had sufficient rest for the moment.”


  I knew dragons slept for a very long time indeed, but did so rarely. I respected that he wanted to travel with us and would be polite to accommodate our needs.


  Dorydd watched him go with cautious eyes, and then sat cross-legged on the floor beside me. “I do not trust him.”


  “Tyermumtican is my friend. I know he has killed dwarves, but…surely you can see why.”


  She ground her fist into her hand. “He aims to do good. I have no belief that he is evil. Rather, I simply…feel he is too impulsive. Too certain of himself in the moment, and yet too reluctant to act after careful planning. He takes whatever good idea he has and runs with it. A true leader should be prepared. They should be patient. They should seek council and be sure of their facts before they act, and examine all of the consequences of our actions, in both the short and the long term. Sometimes this prolongs justice, but justice comes all the same, and without error. True justice cannot be any other way. This is what my people teach.”


  Those, too, were good lessons. “Both of you have good points,” I said. “I don’t know enough about the situation to truly comment.” I squirmed out of my chainmail and tunic, a task quite difficult with a broken arm. “But I think it’s time we rested.”


  “Agreed.”


  She went down to sleep, fully clothed as she usually did, but then sat up again.


  “Do you hear something?” I asked, reaching for my weapon.


  “No. I simply…” With palpable reluctance Dorydd shrugged off her robe, letting it fall down to the ground. She was scaleless and smooth skinned, as most humanoids were, but between her shoulder blades was a golden bird spreading its wings. The scars were in colour.


  “It’s beautiful,” I breathed. “How could such a wound possibly occur?”


  “The Draconic tongue has no word for it, I assume because the primary speaking group has scales, but in the tongue of man they are called tattoos. Artists apply them to the skin. Artists like my husband.”


  “The craftsmanship is incredible. Why would you hide such a thing?”


  “Because it is a scar to me. A memory of a wound, long since healed but never quite the same.”


  “A wound? Your husband tried to kill you?”


  “Only if one considers heartbreak to be fatal.”


  I nodded sagely. “Damage to the heart is almost always fatal. At least to kobolds.” My chest hurt suddenly; I reached up and rubbed over my scales. “That is, except for me, apparently.”


  “Except for you,” she said. “And no. I mean, it is an expression. A metaphor for the feeling within you, when joy fades, and one side of love turns to dust or worse. The feeling of doubt, where one endlessly replays the steps that brought them to this moment, trying to see if there was something they could have done to save it. Longing. Loving and not being loved in return. Seeing your husband in the arms of another woman and realising, far too late, that he burns fiercely for the new and exciting, and once he has it, it loses all value, and he burns for something else. It is the feeling of hopelessness, of foolishness, of hating the love inside you. It is conflict with the self.” Tears welled in her eyes and spilled over. “It is misery.”


  I had no idea what to say. I had never seen Dorydd cry. I didn’t think, until that moment, she actually could.


  “I think the tattoos are nice,” was all I could say, my voice small.


  She looked at me as though expecting something else. I wasn’t sure, but for some reason I reached out to hug her around her chest. I squeezed as tightly as I could.


  “I want a tattoo,” said Valen. “I would have one of myself.”


  I had almost forgotten he was here; he had been so silent. “You would have a picture of yourself put on you?”


  “Why not?” Valen shrugged and rolled over, facing away from us.



  I wanted to ask what was wrong, but Dorydd lay down beside me, and my eyelids fluttered closed. I would ask him in the morning.
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  Morning came, and Valen was gone.


  We searched the immediate area. Tyermumtican even transformed and flew around the ruins. Valen had taken one of Dorydd’s daggers, cut a chunk out of her belt, and taken an alarmingly small amount of food and no water.


  “Nothing,” Tyermumtican said, alighting on a ruined wall and shrinking himself back into a gnome. “If he is here, he is hidden well.”


  “You could hear the footsteps of pursuers who were hundreds of yards away—their breathing, their heartbeats—and yet you see nothing? Surely you can find him.”



  Tyermumtican shook his head. “I heard him leave last night. I simply assumed he had drank too much water. Farther and farther he went, and then, nothing.”


  Dorydd was once again angry. “Wait—you knew he left? And didn’t think to chase him?”


  “Why would I?” Tyermumtican’s voice developed a defensive edge. “Is he your prisoner, not free to do what he wishes?”


  “He’s a child.”


  “You think of things in such self-centric terms. Valen’s hardly comparable to a dwarven child. Dragon hatchlings can fly, talk, and reason the moment they’re hatched. Kobolds are no different. He is no helpless waif.”


  I fought down the panic and uncertainty in my belly. “Be that as it may, Valen is my responsibility. He knows a lot for someone his age, yes, but his knowledge is patchy. He doesn’t understand how dangerous the underworld is.”


  “Perhaps,” said Tyermumtican, bringing a claw to his giant jaws in thoughtful consideration. “Or perhaps he understands better than you think.”


  I shrugged. “What do you mean?”


  “Perhaps he feels you attract danger, and he is better off on his own.”


  I laughed. “There is no way Valen would think that. He has no fear. Did you see how he acted to your phantasms? The chances of him worming away in terror are far lower than the chances of him foolishly stumbling into something far more powerful than he and challenging it to a duel to the death, or something else equally idiotic.” I blew out a long, tired sigh. “We need to find him. He has little legs. He couldn’t have gone far.”


  “His scent is still fresh. I can lead you most of the way to him, but I cannot fit in most of these tunnels in this form.”


  “Just do your best,” I said, and the three of us set off, Tyermumtican’s massive claws thumping on the ground as we walked, his wings folded against his back.


  None bothered us as we walked. Even the ever-present glowbugs scampered fearfully out of our way, their light winking out. The lack of their illumination made progress difficult, especially for Dorydd, until she struck a torch—a normally highly dangerous action in the limited underground air, to say nothing of the attention such light would draw—but we felt confident that none would seek to challenge a dragon walking openly in the underground.


  About half an hour after we set out, I blacked out midstep.


  It came suddenly—a moment of lightheadedness I assumed to be from accidentally inhaling a lungful of smoke from the torch, or a pocket of stale air, or a gas pocket, or some other underground hazard—but then shadows clouded my vision. When I woke up, I was staring into the huge, concerned face of Tyermumtican.


  “Welcome back,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “Was the pace too much?”


  “Hardly,” I said, propping myself up into a seating position. Blood splattered onto the stone. “My snout hurts.”


  “You fell face first,” said Dorydd, laying her torch on the ground and handing me a scrap of cloth. I wiped the blood off my nose. It continued to bleed. “The stones here are hard.”


  “Apologise to them from me, for bleeding on them.” Now I cared for stones? Dorydd and her dwarven strangeness was beginning to rub off on me. “I feel better, anyway.”


  “They don’t mind. Although I assume they are quite confused. What are you missing now?” Dorydd looked up to Tyermumtican. “The last time this happened, she lost her immunity to fire.”


  This revelation concerned Tyermumtican, enough for me to read the expression on his normally stoic face. He said nothing.


  “I feel fine,” I said, and I stood up, my tail brushing the torch. I jumped back, expecting pain, but there was none. Cautiously, fearing perhaps that I had not made contact long enough to transfer the heat, I reached out and touched the fire with my bare hand. My fingers wiggled in the flames. Nothing. “It’s back!”


  My joy was not shared by the others, especially Tyermumtican, who examined me with critical eyes that were barely slits. “Something as intimate as an elemental immunity should not simply vanish and reappear, especially not accompanied by a moment of unconsciousness.”


  I was too relieved with the revelation that I could no longer burn that, for a moment, his words didn’t truly sink in. “No,” I finally admitted. “I suppose not. But I have no idea why this keeps happening.”


  Tyermumtican raised his head, looking down the tunnel, avoiding my gaze.


  “Tyermumtican?”


  He did not answer, and Dorydd and I waited patiently.


  “It could be a soul-syphon, but that makes little sense.”


  “What’s a soul-syphon?”


  Tyermumtican’s words were heavy, slipping out of his jaws as though speaking some terrible evil that, if named, would become true. “To…become a lich requires great sacrifice. That is known to most individuals who study the darker arts. What is less known, though, is that this sacrifice must be both personal—a sacrifice of time, ability, and expensive material possessions, and also shared—a sacrifice, equal or greater, made by some other party.


  “The sacrifices themselves are myriad and difficult for every lich, but these two constants must be observed. One simply cannot become a lich on their own. It requires a partner—a partner who gains nothing but loses everything.”


  “Sacrificed?” Dorydd scrunched up her nose. “You mean, as though on an altar?”


  “Yes. Sometimes literally, sometimes metaphorically. The critical part of a lich’s creation is the separation of the soul from the body, into an object called a phylactery. A phylactery requires two souls; the lich’s and another to act as containment for the primary soul. The binding of this soul of the partner is called a soul-syphon.”


  I digested all of this. “So…my soul is inside Contremulus’s phylactery?”


  “No.” Of this he seemed certain. “His was made many years ago.”


  “Maybe it needed another,” said Dorydd. “Or he took Ren’s to refresh the bond.”


  “Unlikely. The bonding is eternal; no souls leave, after all, that would defeat the point.” He studied me intently. “How do you feel? Some have said the victim of a soul-syphon is keenly aware of their misfortune; they know, in some deep, terrible way, that mortals cannot live without their souls. Others report no ill effects, or mild discomfort at best.”


  “As I said, I feel fine.”


  “Good.” Finally he looked back at me. “If you feel differently, let me know.”


  “I will.”


  We gathered our equipment—I watched with curious interest as Dorydd retrieved her torch—and we set off once again. My eyes, though, were drawn to our light source.


  The fire fascinated me. I watched it dance and play above Dorydd’s hand. Fire had long been my ally, summoned through my spells, and its absence in my life had pained me. Now I could, once again, burn no longer. Things were as they were supposed to be.


  It felt good.


  Almost an hour later, Tyermumtican gestured for us to halt. “Valen is not far,” he said. “Would you two prefer to go on without me?”


  “Honestly,” I said, “I think I should talk to him alone.”


  Dorydd nodded her agreement, and alone, I strode into the darkness.


  I did not have far to go. I could hear the scratching of Valen’s claws on the stone—clumsy and far too loud for any experienced underworld explorer. I followed them. Soon, I was rewarded with a view of his back, hunched over in confusion as he studied a fork in the tunnel. He had Dorydd’s dagger strapped across his back and a bundle of supplies hanging from his waist, tied to a belt made of blanket.


  “Lost?” I asked, stepping into view.


  He wheeled on me, eyes wide, the colour draining from the flesh around his eyes.


  “You!” He hissed. “Shit of the dead Gods!”


  It was amusing, and a little satisfying, to see him so obviously surprised. I held my hands out to show I was not a threat. “You were missing when we awoke this morning.”


  “Yes,” said Valen. “I am returning to Ssarsdale without you.”


  I pointed over my shoulder. “Then you are going in the wrong direction.”


  He glared at me, as though sizing up my intentions. “I confess I do not know the way.” He clumsily pointed Dorydd’s stolen dagger—far too big for him, even held in both hands—at me. “So you will show me, minion, or feel my wrath!”


  My teeth ground against each other. “Have we not already established who is the better fighter?”


  “That was days ago,” said Valen, growling in anger. “Things are different now. I have been training.”


  “Training?” Did he genuinely think he had learnt so much in so little time?


  “Yes. The dwarf. I tricked her into showing me some of her fighting styles. When I return to Ssarsdale, the knowledge will be fused with that of our people. I will be the greatest fighter the underworld has ever seen.”


  A few simple lessons would not a warrior make. I was grateful Dorydd had taught him some things, although I suspected she had done so to keep the feisty kobold from running off earlier.


  “Let us be honest,” I said. “You don’t know how to survive in the underworld.”


  He kept the dagger pointed at me, although the tip wavered with the strain of him holding it aloft. “I know better than you. I know better than to kill my own kind!”


  I didn’t like seeing him this upset. “You said you wished to live forever, yes?”


  “Of course. And I will.”


  “How do you expect to do that if you won’t ever kill a kobold?”


  “The Darkguard were from Ssarsdale!” Valen hissed at me. “They were kin, kobolds, and we should not have evaded them. They are the lawful authority of our people. We should have submitted to their judgement. We didn’t even ask them what they wanted!”


  “And who is chosen to be the lawful authority, Valen? Who decides who lives and who dies, and why must the victim just lie down and accept their fate with quiet dignity?”


  I was asking hard questions for one so young. He scrunched up his face as he thought. “But…”


  “With all your courage, little Valen, do not try to convince me that if the Darkguard came for you, that you would not fight back.”


  Valen glared at me.


  “It was for the best,” I said. “Trust me.”


  “You lie!”


  I knelt down in the corridor, settling my knee into the stone. “I promise you, little kobold, what I have told you is true. Every word.”


  “Every word?” Valen bared his teeth to me. “So you swear to me, Ren of Atikala, that everything you have told me about where we are running to, what we are running from and why, is true?”


  Tried, angry and frustrated with Valen’s constant insubordination, I threw my hands in the air. “Yes, of course!”


  Valen’s dark eyes bored into me. “I saw the blood.”


  “What?”


  “As the dwarf carried you away from the human nest dug into the stone. You were covered in blood. Red blood. Your blood is gold, I know from when you were wounded. No. That blood was from the kobolds. The Darkguard. We didn’t escape them. You killed them. You murdered them.”


  I clenched my fists at my sides, slowly standing. “Valen, I—”


  “Do you deny it?”


  What could I say? My tail swept across the stone. “Valen, they would have executed us!”


  “And we should have let them! That is our way. That is always our way. We obey. That is what sets us aside from these dwarves and humans, those beasts. We follow our orders. My father did. My mother did. I will too. I do not need you at all.”


  “Do you not?” I pointed to his makeshift belt. “You took food for your journey, but no water. I presume because you were not thirsty at the time you went through our rucksacks. You took as much weaponry as you could carry, but not enough food to make it even halfway to Ssarsdale. You do not know how to fight, you have no allies or help, and—as I pointed out earlier—you are going the wrong way. You would be dead within days.”


  “Take me there, then.” He jabbed the dagger towards me. “I command it! Return me to my people, and then go off and continue spending your time with fool dwarves, vicious dragons, and whatever other idiotic errands you wish to partake in! I want no part of your folly!”


  In truth, Valen was right. I had little right to take him away from his people where, rightly or wrongly, he belonged.


  “Very well,” I said. “The others and I will take you to Ssarsdale.”


  His red eyes narrowed. “This is a trick. You just want the dagger back.”


  “No.” I waved my hand. “And you can keep the dagger, on one condition.”


  “What’s that?”


  “I want you to learn how to use it properly. The three of us will teach you.”


  That seemed to please him greatly. With significant effort Valen sheathed the dagger on his back—I was very glad he did not slice himself through—and then sauntered up to me.


  “I want to be in charge, too,” he said, folding his hands in front of him.


  “No. I am still the leader.” I smiled in an effort to disarm his anger. “But I will grant you an equal voice as the others regarding all matters we should discuss. You may still be a hatchling, but I feel you should be able to contribute.” My tone turned cautionary. “Do not abuse this privilege.”


  “I won’t,” he said, although I was not certain I had truly communicated that to him. He walked up to me, his eyes down. “I am sorry, Ren.”


  “I know,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.” I tried to smile. “Besides. How could you live forever if you let them kill you?”


  Valen kicked a pebble. I wondered what Dorydd would say about it. “That’s true, I suppose.”


  “Okay. Let us discuss this again when we reach Ssarsdale, yes?”


  He grunted his acceptance. Together we walked back down the tunnel. As tempting as it was to lie to Valen and take him far away to the south, to the dwarven lands where Dorydd could teach him more things, and he could be raised safely away from the interference of the Ssarsdale kobolds and where Contremulus would no longer hunt him, I mentally rehearsed what I would tell Dorydd and Tyermumtican about our new destination.


  I could have lied. I could have taken Valen anywhere, back to the surface, to Dorydd’s people, or anywhere else, and I suspected he would have followed me.


  Yet, I decided to keep my word.


  I have never made a greater mistake in all of my life.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER XXII


  



  



  



  “TO BE A GOOD SWORDSMAN,” said Dorydd, adjusting Valen’s grip on the dagger, “you need footwork. A blow doesn’t come from the hands or the arms or the shoulders; it comes from your whole body, every muscle within you striking in unison, compounding the force and translating it into speed. Your blade must become a part of this process, a part of you. When you swing it you are swinging yourself.”


  The days had stretched into weeks. I had been true to my word; Dorydd and I trained Valen daily. She explained she had trained in the Ironhelm militia in her youth. In truth she was a skilled, if unpractised, swordsman. I could see the talent beneath the rust of unmaintained skill. 


  Tyermumtican contributed as well. He would offer his dragon hands as moving targets for Valen to swing at full force. A puny dagger held by a hatchling could not possibly penetrate dragon scales, so it was harmless.


  Valen had taken to the task with relish. He was inexperienced, of course, but the days of practice were sharpening that edge. He had grown almost half an inch in height, a noticeable amount in width and muscle mass, and he ate ravenously, indicating there was much more to come yet. In a few months he would be as tall as my knee. In a year, my waist. By six or seven years he would reach full maturity.


  That time seemed so far away, but I knew it would come sooner than I expected.


  “He needs proper equipment,” said Tyermumtican. “A dagger made for a fully-grown kobold is not the same as a two-handed sword made for a child. The grip, the width of the blade, even the balance is different. They are totally different weapons.”


  “I am doing well enough with this,” said Valen. “‘Tis a fine weapon. I’m thinking of naming it.”


  His demeanour had improved too. Valen seemed to respond well to our training with steel and the knowledge that we were approaching Ssarsdale. This seemed to make him more receptive towards ethical instructions as well. His tantrums were few, his outbursts more measured and rational, and rarely did he speak a foul word against Dorydd, Tyermumtican, or me.


  I hoped that what we were seeing was a genuine change in his outlook and not just his ability to hide his anger better.


  “That’s dwarven steel,” said Dorydd, seemingly unable to keep the pride out of her voice. “All weapons made from it are fine.”


  “If you say so,” he said. “Still, any weapon of mine deserves a name.” I wondered what name he would give. Silence reigned as he thought, his little face scrunched up as though the effort were physically painful. “I will decide later,” he said, sliding the dagger into his back sheath, an action done with significantly more ease than it had only weeks ago.


  “You will outgrow it eventually,” I said, “but you should keep it anyway, if Dorydd is willing. A dagger makes for a fine backup weapon.”


  “Or grooming implement,” added Dorydd. “Or for eating. Or to wedge open doors, or cut ropes, or to give to others to hold as a symbol of trust. They are very useful.”


  “They are also small,” said Valen, “and would fit in your hand without attracting too much attention. You could even hide one in your sleeve if you wanted to keep it secret. Or if your aim is good, throw it.”


  “Yes,” I said, “although such measures are rarely necessary. When we arrive in Ssarsdale, you will not need weapons until you are old enough to patrol, should that task be assigned to you.”


  He nodded in agreement, something that pleased me greatly.


  Tyermumtican smiled towards Valen. “Would you prefer a different weapon? Something sized appropriately for you?”


  He rested his hands on his hips. “What do you suggest?”


  “A blade suitable for training, that will not breed bad habits. I will make it myself.”


  “Make it?” Dorydd picked up Valen and put him on her shoulder. “We do not have a forge, let alone any metal, unless you plan to melt down my cooking pot.”


  Smiling a knowing smile, Tyermumtican extended a clawed hand over the stone. The air was filled with a familiar aura, the hum of magical power, and the stone liquefied beneath his hand. From the bubbling rock, a long, straight blade rose, dripping as though wet, the stone hardening as the stone sword took shape.


   “Bigger!” Valen commanded, his hands extended to it eagerly. “Bigger!”


  I snorted with laughter. “You know it’s not sharp, yes?”


  Dorydd patted me on the shoulder. “Let the child have his toys.”


  “What’s a toy?”


  “Never mind.”


  Tyermumtican plucked the stone weapon from the liquid and rested it on the stone. “There,” he said, curling his tail around his legs. “This should suit you perfectly, for a year at least. When you are too large for it, have your smiths make a bigger version—of steel this time.”


  Dorydd’s old dagger forgotten, Valen snatched up the stone sword. He held it aloft, staring in wonder. “I know this blade,” he said, his pupils wide. “I can use it.”


  “Of course you can.” My voice cracked slightly. “One of your ancestors used a weapon of that type.”


  He clutched it close to his chest, silent for a moment. Since Khavi’s death this was the closest I had seen him get to true sadness. “I can use anything my father used?” he asked, his voice quiet.


  “No,” I said. “Not quite. Children are different from their parents, but trends persevere. If your father and mother, and their father and mother before them, and so on, had certain skills…there is a good chance those abilities will be passed on to you. They’re in your blood. Khavi gained some of his skill from his ancestors as well, as did I. You, too, will come to know more of your talents in time.”


  “I like it,” he said, giving the blade an experimental swing. Already there was a marked difference; he was no longer clumsy, awkward, trying to improvise with a weapon not designed for him. He manoeuvred the stone weapon with skill beyond his years. “If only it were steel.”


  “Do not be so hasty to have weapons,” I said. “You hold in your hand something that destroys. A sword does not give. It only takes. At best, it can preserve. Yes, one could kill a killer and end their violence, but that only passes the blood toll from the righteous to the wicked. You could take the death of an innocent away, but the toll for your actions would be the blood of another. That is the way of things.


  “Swords are apathetic about who they kill. Uncaring. My sword would kill me as surely as it would my enemies, were they to wield it. I could beg and plead with the steel to not hurt me but words could not deflect its edge, any more than the wind’s howl could bend a mountain.”


  “But isn’t killing evil?”


  Instinctively, I touched the hilt of Kurdax, resting my hand upon his smooth surface. “Neither good or evil. That’s all death is, in the end. Simply the succession of things.”


  “Wise words,” said Valen, to my infinite relief. Gone, seemingly, was his bloodlust of only a few weeks ago. He swung the sword again, a measured and careful stroke, then rested the tip on the ground. “What about you, dragon? What advice do you have for me?”


  Tyermumtican folded his forelegs and rested his chin on his fingers. “Never fight a dragon.”


  “Also good. Dorydd?” To hear him use her name, instead of dwarf, made me smile.


  Dorydd considered. “Every test in our life makes us bitter or better, every problem comes to make us or break us. The choice is ours whether we become victims or victorious.”


  Valen made a face. “I don’t like that one as much.”


  “Well,” I said, “perhaps your calling is more towards warcraft instead of philosophy after all.”


  He didn’t seem pleased with that. “I disagree. A warrior’s strengths are wisdom and weapons alike.”


  Perhaps more had come to him than simply skill with a blade. I nodded again. “Agreed. Perhaps, little one, you could teach us all someday.”



  Eventually the others slept. I couldn’t despite my comfortable position curled into a warm ball. Kurdax kept digging into my hip. I pulled him out. “You’re a pain in my side, you know?” I whispered.


  The metal stared back at me.


  Pain is fuel for your journey.


  “What, are you Contremulus now?”


  I sheathed him and adjusted my belt, shutting out the unwanted memories. I didn’t want to think about my father. I thought of Vrax, of his dark scales parting, of Kurdax sliding into his heart and killing him. “Don’t worry,” I said. “You’ll get your chance to kill again soon.”


  Silence was my only answer. “It’s just you and me,” I said. “You and me. Nobody else. Not that dwarf. Not even Valen. Just you and me.”


  Nothing.


  “Who are you talking to?” asked Dorydd, sleepily.



  “Kurdax.”


  “Who?”


  I patted my belt through my bedroll. Dorydd’s worried look gave me pause.


  “Your...hip?”


  “No, my dagger.”


  A slow wave of realisation came over her. “I’ve heard you talk at night,” she said. “Rarely, but frequently enough to be noticeable. To be honest I thought you were talking to Khavi.”


  I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing. Dorydd continued to stare.


  “Does...Kurdax talk back?” she asked.


  “No!” I laughed, easily. “Of course not. That would be crazy.”


  “Yes,” said Dorydd, no levity in her voice. “That would indeed be crazy.”


  I had nothing more to add to that, so we rested in the tunnels, and for the first time in a long time, I felt as though things were truly going to get better.
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  Dorydd cooked breakfast again, as she did every morning. Tyermumtican joined us in his gnome form; I fed pieces of bread to Valen, ate my share of the rations, and then we assembled our gear to leave.


  “It is a shame,” said Dorydd as she tightened the straps on her backpack. “Had Stonehaven still stood, we could have resupplied there. I’m unaccustomed to kobold food.”


  “It is simple and nutritious,” I said. “Although nowhere near as varied as surface food.”


  She seemed unhappy with this. I smiled to cheer her up. “You will be permitted to keep your cooking supplies. Perhaps you can do something with what we have?”


  “An interesting challenge,” she said. “And one which, on reflection, I look forward to. My friend, Marjaana, and I would often improvise during our various travels.” The smile on her lips was wide as she started off, the rest of us falling into step with her. “We would travel to Northaven, take on supplies, and then…ahh. What culinary adventures we would share. We would invent recipe after recipe, then we would partake. Sometimes discovering something wonderful. Sometimes…less so. But the process was enjoyable at least. An exploration of taste.”



  The mental image made me smile. “Perhaps we can all do this, one day.”


  “Perhaps,” she said, the beginnings of a frown crossing her face. “But I have not seen her in some time. I fear she may have been in Stonehaven when it was destroyed.”


  “Why would she be in Stonehaven?”


  “That was her home. Marjaana is a gnome.”


  Nervousness set in—along with vague unease for a reason I couldn’t quite understand—and I adjusted my haversack to keep it at bay. Our racial enmity towards gnomes was not something I usually felt. “Oh?”


  “Yes. She had the brightest blonde hair I’d ever seen.”


  “What is blonde?”


  “A kind of yellow colour. Silver mixed with gold. Quite an uncommon shade amongst gnomes, whose hair tends to be more vibrant, green and red.”


  An awful feeling grew within me, my nervousness the seed. “How rare is blonde?”


  “Rare,” said Dorydd. “In all of Stonehaven, which I visited frequently, I had never seen another with the same colour. Not even her parents; the colour must have come from somewhere far back in her lineage, thrown forward by random chance.” Dorydd squinted as she spoke. “I still hold out hope. Marjaana was on her way from Stonehaven to Northaven when last I heard. She might have been delayed.” She realised I had stopped walking and stopped as well, facing me. “What?”


  “She didn’t make it.” This I knew with terrible certainty.


  “Mmm?”


  “Marjaana. She didn’t make it to Stonehaven. She’s dead.”


  Dorydd studied my face, her own growing ashen. “How could you possibly know?”


  The truth, of course, was simple…but I just couldn’t say it. I couldn’t tell her that Khavi and I had met a gnome—a gnome we dubbed No-Kill after her frenzied pleading for her life—and that after journeying for a time, and even having something approaching friendship, Khavi had killed her like he’d promised. Khavi, the kobold that had journeyed with me and been through so much, who I had so recently buried, had done this wicked thing to some nameless gnome.


  Now that gnome had a name.


  “I killed her,” I said, unable to keep the tremor from my voice as I blended the truth with lies. “Khavi and I encountered her in the underworld. She escorted us to the ruin of Stonehaven. There, after her usefulness to us had expired, we killed her using the Feyeater. I killed her.” I said it again to make sure she understood. The memory of Khavi plunging the Feyeater into No-Kill’s neck was raw and vivid in my mind, and I lied to banish it. “I killed Marjaana.”


  My words didn’t sink in. “Wait,” Dorydd said, her face whitening. “You…are you sure?”


  “Very. I used the Feyeater. I buried her myself.”


  Dorydd stammered. “Feyeater?”


  I no longer had it. Contremulus had recognised such a powerful weapon, no doubt, and taken it for himself. “A gnome-bane dagger. The Darkguard had similar weapons, enchanted for kobolds. They grow when striking their named foe.”


  Dorydd closed her eyes a second and when they reopened her voice was low. “We call such things Flayer. They are illegal except in times of great need.”


  “I know the blade of which you speak,” said Tyermumtican, his large nose flaring. “You tried to use it on me as a gnome. Had I known what it was, I would have destroyed it. Wicked metal, it is.”


  “I know.”


  He glared at me, his gaze imposing. “Why did you keep it after what happened?”


  “I…I don’t know. It’s not in our nature to throw away useful tools.”


  “And you would consider this wretched thing useful?”


  “I don’t know what it is.”


  “Where is it now?”


  “I don’t know.” I did not know a lot of things.


  Awkward silence pervaded. Tyermumtican just looked at me, and for the first time, I sensed genuine, deep disapproval.


  Dorydd didn’t meet my gaze. Valen scampered up her leg, and she absently patted his head. “Don’t worry about it,” Dorydd said, her tone flat. “People die all the time.”


  “But she was your friend.” I moved in front of her, forcing her to look at me. I tried to convince her. “I killed her. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”


  “She was a gnome. You’re a kobold. Your races have been killing each other since time immortal.”


  “But she was your friend!”


  “And now she’s dead. As dead as the Darkguard we killed. As dead as every corpse who’s ever died and rotted away. As dead as the Gods, shit be upon them, and as dead as we, one day, will be. You just…accelerated the process.”


  “Marjaana would have lived a full, long, happy life. A happy life with you!” I grabbed the front of Dorydd’s robe, yanking her towards me. I needed her to listen. “You could have continued to cook, share your lives, discover more recipes, and I took all of that away from you!”


  “I know.”


  “Then you should be angry, dwarf! You should feel rage! I am a killer, and I killed Marjaana! I plunged the Feyeater into her heart, and I saw her blood spill over the stone! I saw her grave! I buried it with stones!” My voice reached a raw, hoarse crescendo. “I murdered her!”


  Dorydd’s only response was to look at Tyermumtican.


  “No,” I said, shaking the front of her robe as though such an action could truly unbalance a warrior of her grace and stability. “Do not look for the dragon for guidance. This is a matter between you and I.”


  “So you think I should punish you for what you’ve done? Hurt you in the name of justice?”


  “Yes!”


  Silence as she digested that. “No.”


  She was insane. “Why not?”


  Dorydd smiled, but it was a sad smile. “I knew what you told me was true, in so far as Marjaana is dead. The conviction in your words was too much to ignore. But true murderers are full of excuses and rationalisations, excusing their crimes with real or imagined slights. Never do the guilty beg for justice. I knew there was something else. Something missing. I am a fool for not seeing it earlier.” She reached out to touch my shoulder with her hand. “It was Khavi, wasn’t it?”


  I tried to protest, to insist that I was the murderer, but only stammering denials came. Using my grip on her robe, I pulled her against me—no mean feat given her substantial size advantage over me—and I cried and cried.


  We all want the memories of our loved ones to be perfect, but I knew, deep in my heart, that trying to make Khavi something he wasn’t was wrong. He had killed No-Kill, and although he hesitated before the final blow was struck, his hand had drove the blade deep into her heart. Khavi was far from perfect, but I treasured his memory, and I wanted others to think of him as I did.


  Khavi, with all his strength and might, was just a dried up skeleton now. A pair of boots and a flayed, half-eaten pile of bones. That wasn’t how I wanted him to live in my memory.


  “It’s okay,” said Dorydd. “It’s okay.”


  It wasn’t okay. It was never, ever going to be okay. I suspected I would mourn Khavi for the rest of my life. The pain was a knife lodged in my chest, rattling around, cutting me when I least expected it. I might slowly blunt the edge, but it would always wound me.


  Valen climbed across from Dorydd to me, settling on my shoulder. “I’m sorry my father killed your friend,” he said. “I don’t like seeing you upset.”


  “Thank you,” was all I could say. I dared to look up to Tyermumtican, but his disapproving frown remained.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, and I meant it. I wasn’t sure what I was apologising for, but he looked angry. “For everything.”


  “I understand.” I wasn’t sure he did. “But apologies cannot bring back the dead.”


  “I know this as well as anyone.” I subconsciously gripped Kurdax’s hilt. “They can only be avenged.”


  Nobody said anything, and a tense silence fell over us. Tyermumtican’s scowl darkened.


  “Ren,” he said, “may I talk to you in private?”


  The last time someone had requested that, Vrax had led Khavi and me to Contremulus’s clutches. I trusted Tyermumtican. “Yes of course,” I said, and then to Dorydd and Valen, “it won’t take a moment.”


  We walked out of earshot of the others. Tyermumtican shrank as he walked, scales melting away, and soon he was a gnome once more.


  “Blind eyes see what most others miss,” he said. There was no warmth in his tone. None of his usual banter. “You need to pay attention.”


  “You’re not really blind,” I said.


  “No,” he said. “You are. You look to Valen as though he has fallen into shadow. You should look closer, nearer, for the source of growing darkness.”


  I scowled. “What in the Hells is that supposed to mean?”


  “It means,” said Tyermumtican, “that you think your wounds were burned away by the flame, but I suspect in truth it only drove them deeper. Your body is whole; this is undeniable, yet I fear the scars of Northaven nestle in your heart.”


  He doesn’t know anything, Kurdax whispered into my heart.


  I rolled my eyes. “That is stupid.”


  “You plan on killing the one you called Vrax, do you not?”


  “Yes.” Of this I was certain. “With my bare hands, if necessary.”


  “Don’t.” Tyermumtican’s voice softened and developed a pleading edge to it that I had never heard before. “You wound only yourself in the process.”


  How unfair. “I’ve suffered so much,” I said. “I’ve been cut, stabbed, tortured…even killed. My friends have suffered along with me, and Khavi—” my throat clenched shut. “His death must be answered for. Contremulus must pay, as must anyone who helped him.”


  Tyermumtican tilted his head. “Those such as Dorydd?”


  “She’s different. She’s left Contremulus’s service.”


  “And yet she was once his loyal servant; one you would casually condemn to death.” He regarded me with a sad, disappointed look. “Anyone can stand against adversity,” he said. “The true test of one’s character comes with power. I fear this is a test you will fail.”


  I snorted. “I have no power.”


  “No. Not yet. But you want things, Ren of Atikala, dreams of death and vengeance. Your words could have come from Valen’s lips.”


  “I want to right wrongs!” I balled my fists at my side. “I want to fix the problems of Drathari and fight injustice! There is evil out there, on the surface, that must answer for what it did to me. To Khavi. To all of us.”


  “We have been wronged, and our enemies must pay. The refrain of every tyrant. Tell me, Ren, what do you think will come of it once you kill him?”


  The question danced in my mind. I had not thought that far ahead. Would Ssarsdale accept me if I killed another kobold? “He still has to die,” I insisted.


  Tyermumtican’s posture changed. He leaned back, almost imperceptibly, and although his facial expression didn’t change I could sense intense sadness in him. “The choice is yours.”


  My tail tip twitched behind me. “It is.”


  His eyes flicked to my side. “Stop touching your dagger,” Tyermumtican snapped. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


  I didn’t realise I was even doing it. I let go of Kurdax’s hilt. I hadn’t mean to threaten him. “Sorry. It’s just a habit from Northaven.”


  “That’s what I meant,” he said. “About scars in your heart.”


  He’s wrong, insisted Kurdax.


  “What can I do?” I asked. “How do I make Vrax answer for our fallen?”


  “That is up to you. All I will say is: one thing we can do is remember our pain, our loss, and draw upon those lessons to guide us in the future. Injustice flourishes when good people do nothing. It takes strength to stand for your convictions. In the end, we can only do what we feel is right.”


  I digested what he had told me. We stood in the cool tunnel, so close to Ssarsdale, and closer still to the only friends I had in the whole world.


  “Can you do me a favour?” I asked.


  Tyermumtican’s blind eyes were curious. “Possibly. Ask.”


  “Turn back into a kobold. Just for a little bit.”


  He blinked his blind eyes. For a moment I didn’t think he would; then, slowly, Laughless melted away, and Pzar, the white-scaled kobold he had become at Rockhearth, returned.


  “Close your eyes,” I said.


  He did. I stepped into his space, his snout almost to mine. I could feel the gentle breath from his nose, the warmth of his naked body so close to mine. His white scales almost glowed in the dim light of the underworld, a beacon of brightness in the gloom.


  I leaned forward, and then kissed him. No more than a peck on the lips. It lasted barely a moment, and I hardly had to move.


  I had no idea what to do next. Affection was not in my people’s nature; I stepped back, folding my hands behind my back. Suddenly I felt hot all over.


  Tyermumtican’s eyes slowly opened, a gentle smile on his face. “Take care, Ren,” he said.


  “You too.”


  “Talk to me again soon, will you?”


  “I will,” was all I could say, and Tyermumtican turned and left without saying another word.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER XXIII


  



  



  



  ALTHOUGH TYERMUMTICAN NO LONGER PHYSICALLY walked beside us, I could sense his eyes upon us as though he never left. Perhaps he did continue watching over us, perhaps not, but in either event we did not see or meet anyone on our journey to Ssarsdale.


  I missed him more than I had anticipated. I tried to get him out of my mind by focusing on travelling. Our journey was a series of constants; Valen’s training continued, Dorydd and I discussed the various wisdoms of our people, and the three of us learnt from each other, sharing stories until we had none left unshared between us.


  Marjaana, Khavi, and similar topics were wisely avoided.


  “What are we to do when we reach Ssarsdale?” Dorydd asked. “Will your people grant me entry?”


  No mercy for monsters was our credo. But there were always exceptions.


  “I will talk to them,” I promised. “It will be fine. I have a plan.”


  She accepted that. Soon, the endless winding tunnels gave way to the surface. Once more we stood below the sky. Dorydd’s relief was palpable. Valen was ambivalent, and I was too overwhelmed with memories to think about it. Together we walked out across the vast openness of the world until we slipped into a familiar cave entrance to the underworld and descended into the shadows.


  The wind picked up as we descended, rushing down the tunnel behind us as though a giant were pouring it into the hole. Dorydd’s hair whipped around her head, and we leaned back as we walked further and further underground, lead by the light of Dorydd’s torch.


  We came across the site of a battle—weapons and the bones of horses scattered, mixed in with those of kobolds with rusted spears thrust into their bodies or hacked apart by man-sized blades.


  This was a battle I knew well.


  “What in the Hells happened here?” asked Dorydd, using the toe of her boot to flip over one of the kobold corpses. Her half-rotted face was gruesome, twisted in an expression of agony. Half her body was torn away.


  I had known this kobold. Cevota. Strong, brave. I had watched her die.


  “Contremulus and his soldiers pursued us,” I said, staring down at the dead kobold. Tzala’s flames had rolled over Cevota’s body, searing the flesh after her death. It was a necessary action. The humans were advancing on us. “Some refugees and I made our stand here. Only Tzala, Khavi, and I survived. The rest were slaughtered.”


  “You took more than your fare share of humans out with you,” said Valen as he climbed up atop the body, surveying Cevota’s remains. “I count almost equal dead horse-beasts to kobolds. More than acceptable losses.”


  Were they? I knew that humans were a mighty foe indeed, and to lose ten-to-one was usually considered a victory given how quickly our people reproduced and how our advantage came in numbers, but some part of me knew that this was no victory.


  Vrax had made that point abundantly clear. The kobolds of the underworld numbered in the tens of thousands. Humans above, with their wide, open spaces, fresh air, and arable farmland, numbered in the millions.


  We had driven our group to annihilation but barely scratched their numbers.


  “Yes,” I said. “In the end, the day was ours. The kobolds of Ssarsdale gave me the title Ren Humanbane when I told them of our victory.” I touched my finger to the dead body. “There’s nothing of value here.” I scooped up Valen, then placed him on my shoulder. He swung his legs against my chainmail. “This is too high for the scavengers of the underworld to come, and too dark for the ones of the surface. These bodies will probably rot here forever.”


  “A morbid fate,” observed Dorydd, seeming to disapprove. “Even the bodies of strangers, let alone allies who die in our names, deserve rest.”


  “Agreed, but I cannot even begin to move one of the horse bodies, and I would prefer not to spend days dragging the kobolds to the surface one by one.”


  She nodded in agreement, although her reluctance was obvious. “I agree. Still, we should make it a point of order to return here and correct this oversight in the future.”


  The future. Some nebulous concept that wasn’t the present. “Of course. I’ll make sure I don’t forget.”


  That seemed to appease her. The three of us journeyed on, shouldering our burdens and marching deeper into Drathari’s soil and stone.


  Suddenly, and before I was truly ready, I stood outside the gates of Ssarsdale.


  It was as it had been before. The iron gates and sheer stone walls cowed me, stole the words from my lips. Valen and Dorydd could not guide me; this was something only I could do.


  Moving into view, a loud voice, magically amplified, boomed out into the large cavern that served as the choke point leading to Ssarsdale. I knew her as Itkhava, a sour and scarred female kobold who was the leader of the gate guards.


  “Identify yourselves and state your purpose.”


  My answer caught in my throat before it finally wiggled free. “I am Ren Humanbane of Ssarsdale, formerly Ren of Atikala, sole survivor of the Fifth Talon of Ssarsdale. I travel with Valen of Ssarsdale and Dorydd of Ironhelm. I petition for entry as is my right.”


  Stunned silence.


  “Ren of Ssarsdale, Vrax reported you killed in a cave-in.”


  A cave-in. Bile filled my mouth as the memory of Vrax’s betrayal bubbled up from my gut. “He lied.”


  “Impossible. Vrax confirmed your demise, and your name was struck from Ssarsdale’s records, even before the ink was dry. How is it you still live?”


  The irony of that was amusing. “The answer is simple: there was no cave-in. He took Khavi and I out of the city and betrayed us to Contremulus. Khavi is dead, killed by the agents of the Sunscale. I live.”


  “You accuse one of our Leaders of lying?” The voice turned dark and accusatory. “You travel with a dwarf. It is far more likely you are an imposter and spy, sent by forces unknown.”


  There was one within the city who would identify me. “Send for Tzala of Ssarsdale, formerly Tzala of Atikala, if you doubt me. She will confirm the veracity of my words.”


  “Tzala of Ssarsdale is in a council meeting and does not wish to be disturbed.”


  “If you tell her Ren of Atikala has returned to her alive, all the councils in all of Drathari will not keep her from these gates.”


  A moment’s silence, as presumably the matter was discussed.


  “Do not move,” the voice warned. “I will send a runner for Tzala and relay to her your message.”


  Time passed agonisingly slowly. I waited, and I waited for Tzala to come. It seemed to be an eternity, although I knew in my heart it could not possibly have been longer than it would have taken for the message to be relayed from the gates of Ssarsdale to the great council chambers, then for the messenger to climb up the stairs to the council chambers, then for Tzala to make her way back to the gates.


  Adding up the time before the voice had sent for her to when the tall doors of the city cracked open to allow her puffing, exhausted form to squeeze between them, she must have run the whole way.


  “Ren! Ren!”


  Her voice seemed thin and weak across the huge gulf between the gates of Ssarsdale and the tunnel we had entered from. She ran towards us as fast as her legs could carry her.


  “It’s me,” I shouted back. I couldn’t help but smile. “I have returned.”


  Tzala couldn’t stop hugging me. She just hugged and cried and hugged and cried, and I didn’t think it was ever going to stop; I would be an old withered husk, crumbling to dust as the world ended, and Tzala would still be here, hugging me with her one arm, crying onto my shoulder. I hugged her back as hard as I could.


  Eventually, though, she did let me go.


  “How did you get here?” she asked, pressing her forehead against mine.


  “It’s a very long story,” I said. “And we will have plenty of time to tell it within.”


  “Of course, of course.” She looked over my shoulder to Dorydd, who was waiting a respectful distance away. “Who is that?”


  “This is Dorydd. She’s a friend.”


  “It will be difficult to get a dwarf into the city.”


  “I know.” I looked towards the gates, still open, waiting for us to enter. “Sorcerers are permitted to own things. I will tell them that I own her. She is my property, to be treated as a precious possession. To harm her is to defy my wishes.”


  Tzala regarded me with a cautious look. “Is that what you really believe?”


  I snorted dismissively. “No. Of course not. It is merely a sufficiently acceptable untruth to allow entry.”


  “What does Dorydd think of this?”


  “I honestly haven’t asked.”


  “Now might be a good time.”


  I gave my mother one more squeeze. “Okay.”


  Valen climbed onto Dorydd’s shoulder, looking at us.


  “Who’s that?” Tzala asked, her eyes wide. “Is that your—”


  “No.” I shook my head. “Not mine. Khavi’s child, sired to one of the kobolds we met in the tunnels after Atikala. I thought him lost to Pewdt, but I recovered him from Contremulus in Northaven. His name is Valen.”


  She seemed disappointed at that news but nodded resolutely. “Valen is, of course, more than welcome in Ssarsdale. As are you. Come…” her smile grew. “Let’s go home.”


  Thankfully, Dorydd agreed to pretend to be my property. Her tall, wide body attracted many stares from the kobolds all around. Most had never seen any other race before, and to have her accompanied by me—long thought dead—was a sight that attracted much interest.


  The last time I had been in Ssarsdale I had been too exhausted, too overcome with relief, to truly study the place. I had seen new things but had business to deal with. This time, I took this opportunity to do so.


  Ssarsdale was nestled in a cavern almost a hundred feet high. A network of bridges hung from stalactites clinging to the ceiling, each spire hollowed out and filled with dwellings. Stalagmites were likewise filled, glowbug light shining from a hundred windows.


  All around us were whispers. Ren Humanbane has returned! Even the stones themselves cannot crush her! The Ssarsdalians had treated me as a hero before, but now I was something else. Now I had survived the impossible; after all, if their leader said me crushed, then this was as true as if they had seen it with their own eyes.


  Before I was an example to all and a symbol of our power. Now I was a symbol of something else entirely.


  Rebellion. Distrust in the leaders.


  From the sea of kobolds came a figure, tall and imposing, as twice as tall as the others. His dark scales, red eyes, and foul expression conjured memories and emotions long bubbling below the surface.


  Kurdax throbbed against my hip, begging for release, screaming in my mind to kill, driven mad by the sight of the enemy he had never met.


  “Vrax!” I hissed. Kurdax was in my hand. I barely remembered drawing it. “You dare to show your face to me?”


  He towered over me. The kobolds near to me backed away, cautious and curious in equal measure. We stood in a circle, Dorydd, Valen, Tzala, and I on one side, Vrax on the other.


  “I am pleased to see you have returned,” said Vrax, his low voice carrying far. “I had feared you dead—”


  “You feared your betrayal was not complete?” I hissed the words, my jaw snapping as I spoke. Hate bubbled within me. “You feared that I would rot in Contremulus’s dungeon and never return here to speak of what you’d done?”


  “Come now,” he said, resting his huge hand on the hilt of his blade. The weapon hummed inside its sheath, dark magic gathering around the hilt, twin pinpricks of shadow appearing on the pommel like eyes. On his right hand I could see a steel ring. “You must be mistaken. As the leader of Ssarsdale and chief on its council, I would never leave one of my own people to die. You slander me.”


  Everything. I thought of everything that had happened since Vrax had left me to my father. I thought of Khavi’s frozen body. I thought of the Wasp-Men and seeing Valen’s lifeless, poisoned body. I thought of Northaven and Contremulus and Rockhearth and all the pain, fear, and suffering I’d experienced, the wounds, my own death…all because of what Vrax had done. Betrayed me. Betrayed one of his own people.


  The spark of magic grew within me, feeding on the boiling, bubbling rage within. Ferocious pinpricks of light burst out of my back, followed by flames. The ring of kobolds expanded, shocked gasps and cries of alarm ringing out all around.


  I beat my wings and took to the air. “You think you are the leader?” I shouted, the words thunderous from my maw. “You work with Contremulus! You serve a gold dragon! A lich! An undead creature, foulness turned fouler, so far away, and yet you fear his hand.” I pointed the tip of my rapier towards him, our eyes at the same level. “You are a coward.”


  He was not a sorcerer—he had admitted as much to me before turning us over to Contremulus—and even if he was, he could not possibly hope to fly too. Such magic was powerful. “You don’t understand,” he snarled, drawing his own weapon. A wholly black blade, darker than night, vibrating slightly in his grasp. “Come to me, Ren of Atikala, and face oblivion.”


  Simply killing him wouldn’t be enough. I had to do more. I had to exonerate myself.


  Swooping high in the air, I climbed, twisted my shoulders to turn myself around, and then dove straight towards him, Kurdax aimed at his chest. He readied his blade to receive me, something I anticipated.


  Right before I got into his range, I hurled Kurdax at his face.


  The unexpected attack forced a parry, as he ducked and threw his blade up to protect him. I snatched my arms onto his shoulders, dug my claws into his scales, and took off.


  His weight was immense. He must have been ten times my weight or more, big as a human, tall and strong, but my wings were powerful. They stroked the air, carrying me into the sky. I kept my chest close to his, my snout almost against his own, so he could not swing his blade. The weapon fell out of his grasp as he turned to his claws, scratching at my mail. It held. One of his hands passed through the root of my wing, the column of pure flame searing his flesh. He shrieked in agony, clutching the wounded limb.


  Upward I climbed on wings of flame, the radiated heat creating a vibrant shimmer. Up past boardwalks and bridges, suspended in the air and crowded with onlookers. Up to the very roof of Ssarsdale, a pitted, natural stone wall.


  One hundred feet up. I stared Vrax in the face. “Look down.”


  He did not. He matched my gaze, terror in his eyes. “Put me down!”


  “Is that what you want?” I asked, deliberately easing my grip on him. “Think wisely.”



  “No!” Vrax shook his head, dropping his head. “Ren, please. Listen to me.”


  My wings flapped slowly, keeping us suspended in the air. “I’m listening.”


  “Contremulus…you don’t know what he is. What he can do to those who betray him or refuse his call to service.”


  Kill him! screamed Kurdax in my mind.


  “Let me guess,” I said, breathing right in his face. “He flays the skin from your bones, like those I saw in Northaven. He slaughters those who refuse him, and his revenge is disproportionate, spread amongst friends and family. He has no care for life, and his revenge will eventually come because he has the patience of the undying.”


  His pupils shrank away as I watched. “You really did go to Northaven,” he said, his answer barely a whisper. “He took you into his lair, into this terrible place, and you escaped.”


  “I didn’t just escape. I burnt his manor to ashes.”


  If I had told him I was secretly a unicorn wearing the clever disguise of a kobold, I doubted I could have possibly surprised him more genuinely. “Shit of the dead Gods…”


  “It gets better.” I pressed my nose to his. “He tore my heart clear out of my chest. And yet…here I am.”


  “Impossible.”



  “Is it so hard to believe? I had come back to life once before, in Atikala. Ask Tzala.”


  Vrax squirmed in my grasp. I held onto him tightly, but gave him a gentle shake just to remind him that I could drop him at any time. “She…spoke of such things. Reluctantly, as though she doubted the truth of her own words; she said the handlers inspected your egg, found it to be without life, but then…life there was. She said this long before you returned.”


  “Then you accept what I’m saying to be true.”


  “I handed you over to Contremulus. Here you are.” He reached up and touched the roof of Ssarsdale. “You have clearly grown as a spellcaster. What do you want me to say?”


  I pointed down. “Tell them the truth.”


  He nodded. Slowly, so as not to panic him, I descended. I didn’t say a word; I simply lowered the pair of us back to the ground, depositing Vrax back onto Ssarsdale’s stone floor. He crouched on the ground, on one knee, our heads the same height.


  I walked over to where his sword had fallen. It was too large for me to wield. I picked up Kurdax, feeling his familiar hilt.


  “Vrax of Ssarsdale,” I said, although I was addressing the gathered crowd as much as I was him. “I have come to you to ask you one simple question. Is it true that you have been working with Contremulus, a gold dragon and lich?”


  “Yes.”


  Muted gasps echoed around Ssarsdale. All had heard his confession.


  “And is it true that this was a policy of appeasement, designed to sacrifice our own to keep the monsters at bay?”


  “Yes.”


  Slowly, deliberately, I walked back to where Vrax knelt. I looked him in the eyes, long and hard. He needed to know that I meant what I said. “The days of appeasement end here.” I raised Kurdax high in the air, ready to plunge it into his heart. The culmination of months of journey, of suffering, of pain—all of it had led to this moment, where I publicly executed the kobold who had hurt me, killed Khavi, sent me away from my new home.


  Vrax closed his eyes and waited to die. I lowered Kurdax’s bloodthirsty tip.


  “And so begins the days of forgiveness.” I extended my hand. “Serve me, Vrax, and the past shall be behind us. You did what you had to do to safeguard our people. There is no shame in that.”


  Sceptical, Vrax hesitated, and then took my hand in his.


  “The age of forgiveness,” he echoed.
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  The kobolds of Ssarsdale exalted and celebrated my mercy. Vrax and I walked towards the council spire located in the central bazaar of Ssarsdale. We passed by the outer guards, up a familiar set of winding sets, to the Supreme Leader’s chambers at the very top.


  Vrax opened the door and stepped in. I followed him.


  “The Age of Forgiveness.” Vrax sat in a chair sized for him, folding his hands in his lap. “You have done well, Ren of Atikala. Merciful and yet effective.” He turned his hands palm upward. “I am in your thrall, it would seem.”


  “Are you?” I asked. “How will you answer when my father calls upon you again?”


  “What would you have me do?” he asked, red eyes narrowed at me.


  “Send a missive to Contremulus. Tell him I am alive. Tell him I command the forces of Ssarsdale.” I took in a deep breath. “Tell him I am coming for him.”


  “I will,” said Vrax. He reached into one of the pouches on his belt, withdrew a jade stone identical to the one I had seen in Eastwatch, and then whispered a word of power into it. The device flared, and Vrax repeated the words I had told him. The stone went silent as his message completed.


  “And what now?” asked Vrax. “Shall we begin the inevitable dance where you watch me for my betrayal, and I watch you for yours?”


  “I do not think it will come to that,” I said, beckoning him to stand in front of me. “I never give my enemies the means to destroy me. Come.”


  He stood, bringing himself to his impossibly tall five feet, and then he strode over to me.


  “Kneel,” I commanded.


  He did so, lumbering form easing down before me, his head at my height.


  “Close your eyes,” I said, and I thought of Tyermumtican and his white scales.


  Reluctantly, Vrax did so.


  “You sent the Darkguard after me, didn’t you?” I asked. “You sent them against me. Against my friends; you planned to kill me in my sleep.”


  “What?” he asked, wrinkling his snout. “Darkguard? I did not order such a thing.”


  “Liar.” I thrust Kurdax into his heart.


  YES!


  Vrax slumped to the side, black blood splattering out onto my hands. He stared at me in bewilderment, still thinking and breathing after such a wicked wound. I locked eyes with him. I watched as the spark of light died in his eyes, and he became a corpse.


  “One cannot serve two masters,” I said, retrieving Kurdax and wiping the blood off on Vrax’s cloak.


  Good, good.


  It felt satisfying. Killing Jhora had not brought me peace, nor had any of the others I had slain on my path, but this one was different. The hesitation I had felt, standing over Dorydd’s sleeping body all those months ago, was gone. I had killed Vrax. He had deserved death, and I had given it to him.


  I did not believe Vrax for a minute, but paranoia chewed at me. If he truly had not sent them, who had?


  I studied the bloody flower blooming from Vrax’s body. His corpse was…pretty. Blood was not thicker than water, as I had pointed out to Jhora earlier, and it was no more valuable.


  My revenge was complete. Everything I had worked towards for months was done. I felt a savage sense of accomplishment as I stared into Vrax’s dead eyes, his blood quietly pooling on the stone of my new home.


  His death would be the doorway to something greater. Vrax was my only enemy in this city; I had allies, strong allies, and the respect of all.


  So I thought.


  As I sat there, in quiet accomplishment, I heard a voice behind me.


  “What have you done?” asked Valen. He stared, wide eyed, at the scene before him. I had not even heard him open the door. When did he get so stealthy?


  “Just taking care of a loose end,” I said.


  His red eyes narrowed into slits. “It looks like murder to me. Explain yourself. Why did the Darkguard who sought to slay us in Rockhearth deserve death, and why do you not?”


  “Intent matters,” I said. “Vrax betrayed me. A betrayal that ended with your father’s death. I repaid blood with blood. The Darkguard attacked us first; I was defending myself, and all of us. Vrax’s actions may be months removed from today, but he started this, rest assured.”


  His struggle to comprehend scrunched up his face. “Is it really so simple? Simply kill those who try to kill you?”


  “No,” I admitted, “but you will understand in time.”


  “Vrax murdered Khavi,” said Valen. “You, in turn, killed a murderer. And yet I can’t help but feel the total number of murderers on Drathari has not changed this day.”


  He couldn’t understand, being as young as he was. I made a little shooing motion. “Go see if Dorydd needs anything.”


  Valen gave me a confused squint, and then slipped back out the open door, closing it.


  I bent down to Vrax’s hand and withdrew the silver ring off his finger. I took the one off my own, too, and let them rattle together.


  Perhaps I would start a collection.


  Vrax’s oversized sword lay on the stone. I picked it up with both hands, barely able to lift it. Time to see if the legends about his blade were true. I brought the tip against Vrax’s body. There was a bright flash of light, and with a far away wail that seemed at once close and far away, his body crumbled into dust.



  I had Kurdax. I had Vrax’s blade. I had my rapier.


  Perhaps I would start a collection of blades, too.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER XXIV


  



  



  



  “QUITE A SHOW YOU PUT on there,” said Dorydd once we had a moment to ourselves. She blew out a low whistle. “These quarters are fancy.”


  The room was lavish, with purple stone tiling, a water basin that magically refilled—the comparison to the one in Contremulus’s study drew uncomfortable memories, but I could not deny its usefulness—and a mirror suitable for one of Vrax’s height. A thousand other amenities I had not yet inspected. I didn’t know how useful any of those would be, but the balcony attracted my interest. It had an impressive view of all the city, and even from behind the thin curtain that separated the outside from in, the lights of glowbugs filtering through the thin cloth.


  I had cleaned Vrax’s blood and hung his sword on the wall.


  Most shockingly, it was all for me. A room one didn’t have to share was an unfathomable luxury amongst kobolds.


  “Vrax surrendered the Supreme Leader’s chambers at the top of the council spire in the central bazaar of Ssarsdale to me as a gesture of his sincerity. His sword, as well.”


  “Generous of him,” said Dorydd.


  “It was necessary,” I said. “I’m not usually fond of threatening and displays of power, but Vrax only speaks a few languages. Brute force being one of them.”


  Dorydd folded her legs and sat on the floor. “I didn’t realise you could now summon your wings at will.”


  I smiled. “I didn’t realise I could either. It takes…emotion. Strong emotion. But I think, with the proper guidance, I can make it happen more and more. It’s just a spell like any other.”


  Tzala nodded her agreement. “I think so as well. I cannot make wings of flame as you can, but I know other things. I would be willing to help teach you, if you wish; long have I studied arcane magic. I will tell you everything I know.”


  Spending time learning to harness my magic was something I desired greatly. Spending time with my mother, however, was something I would treasure even more. “I would love that.”


  She seemed pleased. I was pleased too.


  Someone knocked on the door. It opened to reveal Itkhava.


  “My lady,” she said, bowing her head low. “Quarters for your friends have been prepared on the floors below. They are ready for inspection.”


  “Very good.”


  “Are you enjoying your new home?”


  Home. I liked the idea of having a home. “Yes, thank you. Dorydd, Valen, would you mind? I want to spend a little time with Tzala.” My smile grew. “I have so much to tell her.”


  Dorydd, hesitating a brief moment, left without a word. Valen scampered after her, seemingly eager to have his own space.


  Tzala and I were left alone.


  “I’ve missed you,” she said, sitting in one of the thick cushions that lay haphazardly on the ground. “Vrax told me you were dead. I cried for days.”


  I sank into one as well. It was comfortable but awkward, because of my tail. Tzala did not seem bothered by it. “I am hard to kill.”


  “My daughter through and through.” Her features drooped. “You know that Vrax’s betrayal led to Khavi’s death,” she said. “Yet you let him live?”


  “I needed him,” I said truthfully. “At that moment I needed the people to see that I can be merciful.”


  “And then what?” Tzala narrowed her eyes. “When Vrax’s usefulness has expired, you will put him to the sword?”


  Keeping secrets, especially from my mother, was not something that came easy to me. “I’ll think of that when the time comes.”


  “It might come sooner than you imagine. Vrax does not know how to share power.”


  “He’s going to have to learn, although I suspect that he won’t be bothering me for some time.” I curled my tail around me and studied Tzala. She wore the same amulet she always wore, along with spellcasters’s robes. I tried for a swift change of subject. “You’re like Dorydd,” I said, smiling at her. “Wearing so many clothes.”


  “I’ve come to like them,” she said, smiling back at me. “Most spellcasters wear more clothes in Ssarsdale. It required some adjustment.” Accurate, but I could sense something else behind the answer. I didn’t know what it was. 


  Had she uncovered my secret already? Doubtful. “Dorydd wore many clothes, too. She used them to hide her scars.”


  “I don’t have any scars, Ren.” She held out the stump of her arm. “Except for this, of course, and cloth cannot hide it.”



  “No, I suppose not.” I slowly stroked my hand along the length of my tail, from the base right to the very tip. “One thing I always wondered about, though…I wanted to ask you this. In the ruins of Atikala, I found an arm.”


  Tzala shook her head. “I do not want to talk about that dark day.”


  I slid out of the cushion, moving closer to her. When I got close, I reached up, grabbing her shoulders. “You’re not listening to me. I found an arm. A gnome arm. Right where you were standing when the roof collapsed.”


  “Ren, what are you—”


  I slipped my claws under the thin chain of her amulet and lifted it off her head.


  Tzala’s form melted away, just as Tyermumtican’s did when he shapeshifted. Her scales became flesh. Her snout shrank away, retreating into her face, and her tail slipped into her lower back.


  She became a gnome. A gnome with short cropped brown hair, loose and wild and untamed, and beautiful dark eyes.


  I was only a little surprised. Somehow I knew she was different than the other kobolds. I had not imagined her to be this different.


  We stared at each other.


  “I can explain,” she said. “My real name is—”


  I raised my hand. I didn’t really care what her true name was; she would always be Tzala to me. She fell silent, her face a mask of apprehension.


  “So,” I said. “That’s why you didn’t want to go with me to Tyermumtican’s lair, back in Atikala. Because it would expose who—what—you were.”


  “Yes,” said Tzala. “Tyermumtican would have recognised me even through the amulet’s disguise. It cannot change scent.”


  I affixed a firm stare on her. “How could you lie to me?”


  Tzala looked at me with sad eyes. “Ren, I…I did not mean to deceive you. I never did. You may think of me as a monster, as just a gnome. I have lived so long amongst kobolds, truly, sometimes I forgot.”


  “No, I mean, how are you my mother? Contremulus is my father, he is a dragon. You are a gnome.” A fear grew inside me. “Am I like you?”


  “You are a kobold, Ren, do not fear.” She hesitated, collecting her thoughts, and then when she spoke it was careful and deliberate. “Few know of this, but kobolds were not created with the other races of Drathari. We—they—are the true-breeding children of gnomes and dragons.”


  “Tyermumtican said something similar to me. He said the word kobold originally meant backup food supply in draconic. He said that we were bred to serve.”


  “This is true.” She set her arm into her lap. “The first kobolds were children of gnomish slaves, children sired to shapeshifted dragons. They tried to breed gnomes with gnomes, but those newborns grew too slowly and worked too softly. Breeding their own bloodline into the gnomes was the answer; kobolds are the fruit of those labours. Strong, obedient, resilient, long lived…perfect.” She sighed. “But even kobolds grew tired of servitude. They broke away. They formed their own societies, still holding loyalty to chromatic dragons in their hearts, and opposition to metallic dragons as their cultural heritage.”


  What was I to do with her? Kurdax, his bloodlust apparently not yet sated, whined at me from my hip.


  “Why?” was all I could ask.


  She hesitated. “There are those amongst my kind who remember the truth of kobolds and know that, if dwarves are our cousins, kobolds are our siblings; far closer in blood. They know your origins. They seek reconciliation, and ultimately, integration between our two peoples. I am originally from Stonehaven.”


  “Are there any others like you in Ssarsdale?”


  “No,” Tzala said, and I sensed the truth in her words. “None. We were focused on effecting change in Atikala. For obvious reasons, we can no longer.”


  I rolled the amulet around in my hand. “What is this?”


  “A powerful trinket. Each is keyed to a specific race; don one, and you shall become as one of them, in most ways except scent. Prolonged usage effects your true form in some ways I do not completely understand. The mind, too, is affected.” She smiled. “A welcome side effect for me, truth be told.”


  “I see.” One other answer eluded me. “Why did you mate with Contremulus? Why would you do that with someone so evil?”


  “The time came for me to breed, and I could not with my assigned partner, so I…improvised.” Tzala’s voice was so soft I could barely hear it. “It does not sound as horrible as you might imagine. Contremulus once acted with justice, honour, compassion. Even as he started on the dark path to lichdom everything he did was goodly. That is how these things begin, always: doing the right thing for the right reasons. Then the wrong thing for the right reasons. Then the reasons become secondary to the things, and then…” She looked away from me. “I was trying to help him as much as myself. He once had life. Love. I wanted him to love again, to live again, to feel warmth inside him once more. I knew he had goodness inside him once. I thought I could help. But he lost...no, he gave it away. He let a terrible loss drive him to desperation.”


  “You mean Ophiliana, don’t you?”


  Her face told me everything I needed to know. “How that dragon suffered,” said Tzala. “When the Gods-death happened, the races of the world looked for someone, anyone, to blame. They blamed the elves. They blamed each other. Eventually…they blamed the dragons. Men came in the night. Knights on horseback by the hundreds. Ophiliana was caught. Contremulus risked everything to save her, coming back even when he could escape. Such is the power of love.”


  “What happened to her?”


  “They cut her open and took her heart, offering it to the Gods.” Tzala seemed genuinely sorrowful. I could feel the seeds of sympathy within me, but I squashed them. Contremulus was beyond such feelings. “Such pain in him. You have no idea how much he loved her, Ren, and she him…they were close. Closer than close. An eternal, powerful, passionate love. When she died it broke him. He kept the body in his mountain den, his true lair, perfectly preserved. Waiting to bring her back to life. All he needed was a suitable heart.”


  So that was why he took mine. “But my heart is far too small. It could not sustain a dragon even with the proper grafting.”


  “A problem fixable with magic, as most are. With sufficient alchemical knowledge, a heart can be resized and grafted into a new host.”


  I felt vaguely violated, having my body parts transplanted into another without my approval. I was more than simply an incubator for a beating heart. “Why did he need mine specifically?”


  “Gold dragons are rare and powerful. Replacement hearts are hard to come by, and they are not parted with willingly. If Contremulus, powerful as he is, were to hunt for gold dragons many of them would band to together to crush him. Breeding a human would be no use; insufficient dragon’s blood in them to start with, and the children take too long to mature. A kobold, however, with their draconic heritage and relatively fast maturation cycle would be ideal.”


  Many things Jhora had said now made more sense. Contremulus inbred, deliberately, trying to grow a replacement heart. “Is that why he sired me?”


  Tzala hesitated again. “I…have long suspected this to be the case, yes. When you were laid I did not inform him for this reason. He didn’t know you existed before you came to the surface. You and Khavi being there was simply fortunate for him. Vrax didn’t know what he was doing when he gave you to him.”


  Vrax knew well enough. I forced my anger away. Vrax had paid the price for his misdeeds. He would betray no others.


  “Why did Contremulus become a lich?”


  Now, Tzala became truly uncomfortable, her gnome face scrunching up in apprehension. “Not for any potential power—well, that was a welcome side affect—but for two reasons. One, Contremulus needed time, time enough for the Gods to return. Nobody knew exactly how long that might be—years, decades, centuries even—or perhaps never. There are only a handful of ways to achieve immortality. Secondly, his transformation into a lich was only a test.”


  I could tell where this was going. “He needed to make sure that the procedure would work on Ophiliana. He did it to himself first.”


  “Yes. The living cannot be brought back to true life, but a corpse may be raised as an undead. Becoming a lich requires a final, great act of evil, and then one must kill themselves, letting powerful magic and alchemy do its work. Ophiliana’s body has already been treated; all it will take are the proper rituals, and she will live again. In a manner of speaking.”


  Could it be that Ophiliana already lived again? “I see. If you already knew all this, why did you not tell me? Why would you hide?”


  “Ren, you are clever, but you do not know everything even now.” Tzala smiled. “Sometimes children, in their eagerness to leave, fail to understand that their parents have wisdom wrought by experience. Young and foolish, their courage is greater than their sensibilities.”


  “I see.” I did not know what else to say.


  “It is strange, in a way,” said Tzala. “I feel that the loss of Atikala is a second awakening for me. I have a second chance. I have lost an arm but gained…a sense of clarity.” She hesitated. “What is to become of me?”


  “You are my mother,” I said, and I held the amulet to her. “Gnome or otherwise. Dorydd may be able to stay with us for a time, but Ssarsdale will never accept a gnome amongst them.”


  “Not yet.” Her gnomish features relaxed as she took the chain from me and slid it around her neck, her familiar kobold form returning. “I am glad I could share this secret with you.”


  I was glad as well. “I too have found clarity,” I said, the words leaving my mouth before I could truly understand them. “Now that I have returned to Ssarsdale, I feel…I feel as though there is something important that I’ve yet to accomplish. Something just out of reach, near enough to smell but not so near I can just take it.” I couldn’t shake this feeling. “It is undeniable.”



  Tzala said nothing. We sat, together, in quiet contemplation, with nothing around us but the stones and the embarrassingly large space allocated to me, filled with luxury.


  Then I heard something. Something strange. A glance to Tzala confirmed she heard it as well.


  The noise was coming from outside. Together we made our way to the balcony, pushing past the thin cloth that separated the outside of the tower from my room, and I saw something, a sight that would remain with me forever, seared into my memory until the day I died.


  Ten thousand kobolds or more, a sizable fraction of the population of Ssarsdale, gathering in the bazaar outside the central spire. They looked up to me, and they were chanting.


  Chanting my name. Over and over, a rhythmic pounding on the stone.



  Ren! Ren! Ren!


  At that exact moment, looking out at the cheering throng of kobolds shouting my name, I saw it. Every cut of the knife, every terrible whispered word, everything Contremulus had done had led me to this exact moment.


  I saw what Contremulus wanted me to see.


  The future.


  The endless possibilities stretched out before me. A better life for myself, for all the kobolds in Ssarsdale. I saw what my power would give me—authority. The right to lead.


  The idea seized me like a vice and would not let me go.


  These were not ordinary humans, unaccustomed to war and struggle. I had an army. I had seen the surface and the bountiful lands that baked in the sun’s warm fire; I had seen the evil and wicked hearts of the surface humans, Wasp-Men, and other races. They were unworthy of the lands that they bickered over. They had so much, and we had so little; unless we acted, my people would be downtrodden forever, tiny grubs scurrying under the ground, always fearful of the terrors above.


  We would take the surface and burn away the evil. No longer would my people have to cower in the stones; we could carve out a small empire for ourselves on the surface. We would remove the slavers, the murderers, the wicked humanoids of the surface, and free the people; gnomes too. Tzala’s dreams of integration would be realised.


  It would be easy. The only major city I knew of was Northaven. Dealing with that would be difficult, but the other settlements were villages and hamlets. We could defeat them handily and set up a border north of Everwatch, where the deserts began, and leave the Wasp-Men with their lands to the south. We would claim the north…and we would make it better for everyone. The wicked would be punished. The righteous would be set free.


  My fellow kobolds would see the stars and come to love them as I did. We had the power. With my blood, my magic, and my leadership kobolds would no longer live crawling under the world. 


  All the agony. The loss. The suffering. It had brought me here, moulded me, hardened me, turned the iron that was my pain into the steel of revenge.


  Contremulus would pay for what he had done to me.


  Tzala seemed less comfortable with what she was seeing, but I paid her little heed. At that moment I saw with eyes that could see a million kobolds thriving on the surface, the races there driven into the underworld and forced to live as we lived now, and the thought steeled my resolve. I thrust my rapier in the air, and the throng’s wild cries reached exultation; I let them celebrate for now. Soon they would labour harder than ever.


  The slaves cry out not for freedom, but to be the masters.


  We had a lot of work to do.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  EPILOGUE


  



  



  



  Optimisation of Action


  



  ASIDE FROM THE DARKGUARD I killed outside of Rockhearth, who I maintain truly deserved death, I had never killed another kobold before Vrax. Humans, yes. Gnomes, yes. But never another kobold in cold blood. Taking a life in battle is an understandable transgression, potentially righteous or potentially wicked, but what I did was truly reprehensible.


  We have a word in draconic. Laryx’ikhan. It has no exact translation—so many of our words are like this, alien concepts to most humanoids—but it is close to other words I have learnt.


  Abomination. Outsider. Perversion. That which is an anathema to all that is normal, right, and good. Laryx’ikhan is most often used to describe kobolds who turn against our communal natures, who strike out against their leaders, who say that enemies should be allowed to live, or that other races can be equal to us. It is also used for one other purpose: those who slay other kobolds.


  Humans have a special word for those that kill their own kind.


  Murderer.


  Destroying an assassin sent to slay you is a defensible act. Driving a dagger into someone on their knees, though… that makes one laryx’ikhan.


  I have committed other wrongs in my life, both before and after Vrax. His was not the last life I took in anger. In the weeks and months after I assumed the mantle of leader and urged Scarsdale to war, I would see so much blood spilt by my hands that my first taste of murder would seem as a distant, kind memory. My future was paved with corpses.


  However, its importance should not be diminished. It was the worst thing I had done at the time and a critical tipping point in my development; I had dipped my toe in the pool of darkness and found the shadows to my liking. I was, in a subtle but real way, conditioning myself to accept slaughter as resolution. It was a seductive path, one that offered optimisation of action.


  Murder was simpler than diplomacy. Murder was safer than trust. Murder was cheaper than gold.


  Sometimes I would ask myself: why was killing Vrax so terrible? He was a wicked soul, rotten to the core, and had his plans concluded as he wished, the bodies of Khavi and I would have shared a cold, snow covered ditch on the surface and none would ever have been the wiser. By slaying Vrax I disempowered him; he could hurt others no longer. I had killed one but saved many.


  What is one life to a hundred?


  Some humans protest that all lives are equal. Kobolds know some lives are more equal than others. A miner will happily sacrifice themselves so a sorcerer may live. A sorcerer will throw themselves onto a blade to save a leader. A leader will, if their community was at stake, logically give their lives to save all.


  So there is no true answer to this question. Instead, it is my asking of it that shows, beyond the retelling of any of my wickednesses, the true nature of my heart.


  There is a lot of darkness in my life I can blame, indirectly, on external factors. On my upbringing. On prejudice against me. On circumstances forcing my hand.


  Not Vrax. I killed him for the worst possible reason; to satisfy a petty personal urge. Because I wanted to, and the act would bring me pleasure. I was angry, yes, but I was in control of my faculties. The act was planned and executed perfectly.


  Little did I know that as I drove the dagger into his heart and watched his life drain away, I killed a part of myself, too.


  I did not notice until I was too far gone to care.


  



  — Ren of Atikala
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  Want more information about new releases for the Kobolds series? Looking for something else to read while you wait for it?


  



  Sign up for our “new releases” newsletter here:


  http://eepurl.com/toBf9


  



  Check out our webpage here:


  www.lacunaverse.com
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